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Foreword 


Edgar Thompson says somewhere that he became conscious of 
the plantation when he left it to go to college. A childhood on a 
plantation, followed by conscious study of it from some distance, 
and then living in plantation country, visiting plantations in other 
parts of the world, and continued study of this peculiar institution 
made this book. The plantation began as an “enacted institution’; 
it was planted, the people as well as the crops. It became “cres- 
cive.” As a matter of fact, W. G. Sumner, who made the distinc- 
tion between enacted and crescive institutions, went on to say, 
“Pure enacted institutions which are strong and prosperous are 
hard to find. It is too difficult to invent and create an institution, 
for a purpose, out of nothing.” (The Folkways, Boston, 1904, p. 54.) 
It is of the plantation growing, changing, declining, but persist- 
ent, that Thompson tells. In roughly similar conditions colonies 
have been planted in many parts of the world in modern times; 
they have developed along somewhat different lines. Yet there 
are features of social structure common to all of them. Thompson 
concentrates on the American institution, in which African im- 
ported laborers and their descendants worked for European men. 
The two parties lived close to each other—the two parties, physi- 
cally so close that the biological frontier became blurred while 
the social frontier was cut deep and barricaded. The Africans thus 
became black, and the Europeans became white. The races, in 
the modern sense, were thus invented, complete with histories 
and qualities. As Montesquieu noted and ironically described in 
the eighteenth century, the black man had already been given 
his God-ordained place in the world without a soul. 

In America the black got a shouting, singing and weeping 
soul—he got SOUL. Outsiders never quite understand the pecul- 
iar combination of closeness and distance of the plantation so- 
ciety. Thompson is perhaps the last of a generation that will have 
experienced the plantation in that form, and the last scholar to 
be able to write of it over a period of forty adult years. Once social 
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change sets in, the generations never repeat each other nor 
match again. 

But it is not only the plantation which grows (is crescive) and 
changes. The two races who form the major part of the population 
also change. The colored race with its octoroons, quadroons, mu- 
lattoes, and other fractions and shades was not imported to the 
American South. It was bred here out of African and European 
components as well. The ruddy so-called whites did their share, 
in the meantime developing some locally bred types as well; some 
are called “red-necks.” But that epithet became the designation 
of a group with its distinguishing marks and its standing. The 
races which Thompson deals of are, some of them, products of 
the plantation itself. Again the plantation is crescive; it breeds 
races. These are the races which sociologists and historians study. 
Geneticists and some psychologists study a different kind of race, 
abstracted from complex combinations and sortings of variables. 
Intelligence quotient is apparently assumed to be of paleo-his- 
toric origin, and race is an entity whose characteristics were de- 
veloped in some distant pre-time. It is odd to see race as some 
immutable variable become current again, this time in the word 
of the scientist rather than that of the apologist for the racial status 
quo. The races Thompson talks of are the living ones of the Ameri- 
can South. 

Thompson is of that generation who studied with Robert E. 
Park at the University of Chicago in the 1920’s and 1930’s. Some 
had racial experience on which to build the more systematic and 
thorough study encouraged by Park. Some then went to study 
race relations and institutions in various parts of the world. 
Among them E. Franklin Frazier and Thompson stand out. Both 
went back to their native region, the South. Both studied South- 
ern institutions—the family, religion and the plantation among 
others. Both branched out to study similar institutions in other 
parts of the world. 

The work of these two men forms a solid part of the corpus of 
sound and understanding work on the institutions of race rela- 
tions. Thompson’s present collection is an important addition to 
the corpus. 


Everett C. Hughes 
Boston College 


Preface 


The American South has been a subject of study from many 
different points of view, usually in terms of its particular regional 
setting and historical antecedents. There is a considerable body 
of literature on its geography, its economy, its politics, its litera- 
ture, and its history. Much more research is currently in progress. 
Right now our intellectuals and commentators appear to be 
deeply involved in an effort to reduce the South to “problems,” 
social problems, especially those inherited from the “gloomy 
wrongs’ of the past, rather than to stand apart and use it as an 
object of detached investigation. 

The utilization for study of a society within a traditional geo- 
graphical locus, such as that of the South, may serve in some 
measure to break down categorical and dogmatic distinctions too 
narrowly maintained by the separate academic disciplines. The 
study of a region invites an interdisciplinary approach. The pa- 
pers that follow suggest that the South may profitably be viewed 
as a social laboratory and studied comparatively. From this point 
of view, students of race relations, of rural economics and soci- 
ology, of social institutions, of the history and sociology of the 
South, and of geographic and ecological regions generally may 
find in these papers something of interest in their study and 
teaching. 

There is overlapping, but most of the papers seem to fall natu- 
rally into three groups: (1) the plantation institution and its system, 
(2) race as an ideology functioning to bring people of diverse 
backgrounds and complexions in plantation situations into or- 
derly caste-like relations with each other, and (3) the South as a 
more or less representative plantation society where men in the 
course of trying to control nature for private economic ends seek 
also to control other men as means to these ends. 

Although the American South signifies an area in the southern 
and southeastern part of the United States it has never been 
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merely a geographical expression. Rather it is and has been an 
historical synthesis fashioned by an interplay of unity with, and 
difference from, its regional neighbors as well as by activities and 
happenings within itself. The Europeans who settled along the 
long eastern American seaboard differentiated north and south 
along economic and institutional lines. Those to the south came 
to know themselves and to be known as “Southerners,” and the 
South became that territory occupied by a people who, along with 
their special institutions, defined it as something more than an 
area which simply lies south of some point of reckoning. It did 
not become South in the sense in which Americans have under- 
stood that word until the institutions developed, spread over the 
land, and imposed themselves upon the society. The essential 
South is drawn from its culture and especially its institutions, not 
primarily from its geographical location. Chief among these spe- 
cial institutions was the plantation. 

American historians and novelists have long sensed an organic 
connection among things, people, and events in Southern society 
and have sought explanations in such themes as climate, types of 
agriculture, agrarianism, the race problem, Cavalier descent, and 
others. The quest for a “central theme in Southern history” was 
first formally stated by Ulrich B. Phillips in 1928 who found it in 
the determination of whites to insure that the South remain 
forever “a white man’s country.” About this theme as well as 
others David Potter commented, “The quest for a central theme 

. is likely to continue. For the South remains as challenging 
as it is baffling, which is about as challenging as a subject can be.” 

The search for a “central theme” among historians may shift 
to a search for context among social scientists. The two concep- 
tions, theme and context, are, of course, related, but the differ- 
ence between them may have significant consequences in the 
outlook and for the methods of each type of investigator. A theme 
threads through a process of change to bring seeming dissimilari- 
ties into a substantial degree of coherence; indeed Phillips spoke 
of a “climate of coherence” in support of the principle of main- 
taining white racial superiority. A context, on the other hand, is 
a setting directing attention to the relational aspects of a matrix. 
In the case of a society, such as that of the South, it is a cultural 
matrix associating people and their institutions in a system outside 
of which they are imperfectly understood or misunderstood. Each 
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institution in the system is in considerable measure a function of 
each of the other institutions. They each reinforce one another. 

In no society, no matter how homogeneous and well integrated, 
will the segments or items of a culture fit together perfectly. In 
the South there were from the beginning discrepancies, imbal- 
ances, and incongruities, but this only means that it was never as 
changeless as sometimes it appeared to be. It was unstable enough 
to effect change, and with each change came some shift in the 
relational fabric, but to a remarkable extent it maintained a high 
degree of consistency among its parts from one generation to 
another. Conventional understandings and expectations were too 
regularly verified in everyday experience to excite many people 
to examine the nature of the social order in which they lived. It 
was a sturdy culture whose strength and persistence fashioned 
that social type called “Southerner.” The type was more self- 
consciously in evidence after the Civil War than before. 

A contextual situation invites comparison with other societal 
situations which appear comparable. One might ask if similar 
forms, structures, systems, or institutions characterize other times 
and places and with what likenesses and differences—if one as- 
sumes, as I do, that a society, any society, is best understood in 
the perspective of other societies and their histories. To para- 
phrase Kipling, what do they know of the South who only the 
South know? There have been other Souths with similar institu- 
tional frameworks. 

The student of society is required to place the object of his 
investigation in a situational context. It is the central thesis of the 
papers in this book that the position of the plantation institution 
in Southern society has been pivotal, that the society must be 
understood in considerable measure as an elaboration of that in- 
stitution, and that the institution itself must be understood in the 
context of the general social order which formed around it and 
which it dominated. It was not always so, however, even after the 
region had become well populated, and it is not so now. Neverthe- 
less, for many decades it did powerfully regularize the activities 
of Southerners and other institutions in an extensive economic, 
political, and social network from Maryland to eastern Texas. 
They might very well have been called Southerners in some other 
societal complex, just as in a directional sense we speak of West- 
erners and Northerners, but without the presence of the planta- 
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tion and its system, they most assuredly would have been South- 
erners of a very different kind. 

- The plantation has been present in many other societies around 
the world. It appears to have been very influential if not dominant 
in many of these but not in most. From each of these societies, 
however, we have something to learn if only by abstracting insti- 
tutions and qualities from other historical and cultural complexi- 
ties commensurable enough to reward comparative investigation. 
The principal abstraction has to do with the plantation estate 
itself. The further we go with these investigations, the more we 
have to learn about the South and its people. Preoccupation with 
the North-South contrast may make us “good” Southerners, even 
professional Southerners, but it will be most helpful now, I think, 
if we turn for insight and understanding to those agrarian socie- 
ties in other parts of the world, especially just north and south 
of the equator, where labor problems and race problems have 
tended to merge. 

The Introductory paper and the short paper on “The Little 
Races and Racial Theory” included in this collection have not 
hitherto been published. The publication of the other selections 
extends over a period of forty years or more in a variety of differ- 
ent books and journals and intended for different audiences. This 
may help to explain, even though it may not justify, why there 
may be a vexing amount of repetition. I am persuaded that there 
may be some virtue in repetition. There are some minor omis- 
sions and deletions, but for the most part I have left the papers 
very much as they appeared originally even though I am aware 
of some of the gaffes which time and other students have subse- 
quently brought to light. For each selection readers should note 
the date of original publication and make whatever allowances 
they feel should be made. In many libraries some of the papers 
are not now accessible. 

To more than anyone else I am indebted to the late Robert E. 
Park, my teacher at the University of Chicago, who during my 
graduate student years and even long after that, aroused my in- 
terest in plantation societies and in race relations. I owe much also 
to the late Romanzo Adams at the University of Hawaii. Dr. Ev- 
erett C. Hughes, my classmate and friend at Chicago, has con- 
tinued to influence me where Dr. Park left off and has con- 
tributed a Foreword to this book. Many of the papers, especially 
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the Introductory paper, have been read by Drs. Ida Simpson, 
Arlin Turner, and Joseph Spengler of Duke University and by Dr. 
Herbert Blumer of the University of California. Dr. Dan Chirow, 
now at the University of Washington, provided valuable criticism, 
more of which I should have accepted. My obligation to each of 
these as well as to many others is great, but they are, of course, 
in no way responsible for my failure to take greater advantage 
of their wisdom. Mr. Theodore Saros, Associate Director of the 
Duke University Press, encouraged publications of these papers 
and saw the process through to completion. Mrs. Josephine Stipe 
of Chapel Hill reproduced the map and made the drawings from 
old prints. Mr. Richard Franck, my student assistant, prepared the 
bibliography. Miss Nancy Miller and my wife, Alma Macy Thomp- 
son, assisted in the proofreading. 


Edgar T. Thompson 


Duke University 
February, 1975 
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Cane cutters on an Hawaiian plantation 


The Plantation: Background 
and Definition 


I 


The inception of a research problem, as well as the course and 
results of the investigation itself, may formally be separated from 
the published report; personal bias, misconception, and experi- 
ence, in the physical as well as in the social sciences, may lurk 
behind the scenes to add as well as to detract from the quality 
of the study. Perhaps readers have a right to be told what these 
personal influences are and have been insofar as the investigator 
himself is aware of them. 

The series of papers that follow developed from a long-time 
interest in an institution, the plantation, which in considerable 
measure gave shape and meaning to a certain body of experi- 
ences in my life. I grew up on my father’s plantation in South 
Carolina, but during the years of my residence there I took for 
granted what I was unwittingly assimilating. I raised no questions 
of my own and heard few if any questions raised by others. Every- 
thing was so overwhelmingly obvious. Nothing about that experi- 
ence was then intellectually problematic. 

My conscious interest in the plantation began when I left it to 
enter the university. I had to leave it in order to discover it. I 
never returned except during vacations or later as an occasional 
visitor, but at some point sentiment began to attach itself to 
memories of the life I had lived there with members of my 
family, our neighbors, and our friends on the plantation both 
black and white. The black ones and some of the white ones were 
or had been sharecroppers. Not yet had I risen above the com- 
mon assumption of all of us, when occasionally we came to com- 
pare Southern and Northern life styles, that the plantation was 
something uniquely Southern. We had never heard of planta- 
tions anywhere else. It probably was not slavery alone that John 
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C. Calhoun had in mind when he spoke of “our peculiar institu- 
tion” for which he demanded special consideration; it was the 
plantation and the plantation system of the Southern States. To 
the question, What is Southern about the South? the answer 
would have been, had anyone bothered to answer it at all, the 
plantation and its system of connecting and supporting institu- 
tions. 

The question became a serious one for me when I began to 
realize that I am part of the history of that system, that it is part 
of me, that in studying it I am in effect acting as historian of my 
own life. It is a history which goes rearward over a period of three 
hundred years or more, uniting me with a continuing institu- 
tional tradition. This tradition literally gave and continues to give 
shape and content to people, events, and even certain agricul- 
tural staples of that part of the United States we call “the South.” 
For long my ancestors and predecessors in this massive society 
took their way of life for granted, as I did, and raised very few 
questions about it. Before the “War of Northern Aggression,” as 
some Southerners still call the Civil War, Southerners took rela- 
tively little interest in their history for, as Baudet puts it, “history 
does not begin in Paradise.” It begins when its people have to 
leave it, “when there is a past to remember, to lament, to ideal- 
ize.” ! The tremendous expansion of Southern historiography, 
now the leading expression of social scholarship in the South,? 
got underway after the devastation and losses incident to the 
Civil War when that catastrophe brought what most Southerners 
regarded as an ideal state to an end, when old plantation man- 
sions were burned or began to crumble, and the past became a 
golden age. 

During my undergraduate years I avidly read much of this 
literature and, in so doing, relived the life of the Old South and 
refought the battles of the Civil War in which my two Confeder- 
ate grandfathers were engaged. Still steeped in the pathos of that 
South, I entered the University of Chicago as a graduate student 
in sociology where I came under the influence of a great teacher, 
Robert E. Park, who asked the questions I had not thought to ask. 
For one of his courses, I undertook to write a term paper on the 
subject of the plantation which was one item in his course out- 
line. It was an easy assignment, I thought, because I knew all 
about the subject already. I have never known so much about 
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it since (and, incidentally, I have never finished that term paper). 
As I went along, I realized I knew less and less about some aspects 
of the institution and more and more about other aspects I didn’t 
know I knew. I became consciously aware of much I had uncon- 
sciously taken for granted. At any rate, I was led to move outward 
to study other plantation societies throughout the world. I had 
not given much thought to the fact that there were others, but 
there they were in what has been called “the golden belt of 
plantations” around the tropical and semitropical world— 
“golden” because of the rich profit the belt has yielded the plant- 
ers.? 

Awareness of the existence of numerous plantation societies 
invited comparative analysis, and in responding to this invitation 
I lost much of my subjective bias and became somewhat more 
detached and objective. It appeared that my own experience as 
well as the experience of others in Southern plantation society 
is much more durable, repetitive, and accessible to others than 
I had supposed. In my thinking, I began to see that the plantation 
is an institution subject to objective study, an entity to be talked 
about, named and identified. It became the thematic context for 
most of my later work. 

I suppose there have always been two sorts of investigators. In 
a given framework of interest, one sort is fascinated by the differ- 
ences between one thing and another, and the other sort, by the 
resemblances. Contrast and comparison, points of difference on 
the one hand and points of resemblance on the other, always go 
together, but the run of attention following preoccupation with 
the one as opposed to the other is not the same. In general, 
history emphasizes the particular and the different; science, in- 
cluding social science, searches through comparison for recur- 
ring likenesses on the basis of which generalizations and scientific 
laws may be established. In the first instance, one is impressed 
with the great multiplicity of Nature, its richness and diversity, 
and undertakes to describe and interpret it; in the second, one 
is impressed with its unity and undertakes to explain it. 

Efforts toward the comparative study of whole societies or 
national entities, aside from the metaphors of “growth” or “de- 
velopment,” have yielded very few rewarding generalizations, 
but the promise is infinitely greater when a student of the history 
of a country seizes upon an institution or a situation within it. The 
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historian Frederick Jackson Turner, for example, came to focus 
upon the American frontier, the Wisconsin part of which had 
consciously influenced his own life, but his students and followers 
continued to investigate, define, and type frontiers all over the 
world.* Geographers and sociologists, as well as historians, now 
take frontiers into account in their studies as a matter of course. 

My intellectual development followed a similar path. My un- 
dergraduate major was in history, and I tried to teach the subject 
later in a Florida high school. When I discovered plantations in 
other parts of the world my attention turned from North-South 
contrasts to the comparison of the institution in the South, in the 
West Indies, in South America, in Africa, and in Asia and the 
Pacific. Comparative study, of course, is endless; one constantly 
encounters new situations where the institution, or something 
very much like it, is or has been present. There is always more 
beyond so that the search for the irreducible core of the planta- 
tion, or any other institution or object, can go on forever. Of 
course, there will be differences within the category, but the 
recognition of these differences only leads to an effort to formu- 
late a typology. 

My own effort to do this beyond the obvious classifications on 
the criteria of agricultural staples produced, forms of labor con- 
trol, patterns of management, and the like has been slight. I 
realize that such obvious principles of classification tend to 
harden into fixed molds just as stereotypes do and tend to pre- 
clude efforts to get beyond them. More fundamental principles 
will be required and no doubt will turn up as the comparative 
study of plantation societies continues. Some work on the differ- 
ences between aspects of the Southern plantation and the institu- 
tion in the West Indies, in Brazil, and elsewhere has appeared 
in the literature, but, in the absence of basic classification princi- 
ples going well beyond the ethnocentrism of national historians, 
such work has not progressed very far. Comparison becomes 
more and more complex: every plantation is in some ways like 
every other plantation, every plantation system is in some ways 
like every other plantation system, and every plantation and 
every plantation system are in some ways like no other plantation 
or plantation system and like no other institution or system of 
any kind. But the word plantation synthesizes all into one com- 
manding image. 
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II 


When the study of an institution becomes comparative, the 
problem of identification and definition becomes a matter of first 
importance. What, aside from terminology, is the thing one is 
investigating? Certain landed units may be called plantations in 
the South, fazendas or engenhos in Brazil, or estates elsewhere. 
Examination of the characteristics of each thing or institution 
differently named may lead us to place them all in a single cate- 
gory. I shall call this category “plantation” while recognizing that 
this term derives mainly from an English historical experience 
which may be very different from other historical experiences 
leading to an almost identical institution but differently named. 
The name objectifies a historical experience and asserts its exist- 
ence; it is based upon the popular expectation of regularities in 
behavior and function of the institution so named. For my pur- 
pose this is “plantation,” or “the plantation.” 

So, what is the thing named “plantation” that we are investi- 
gating? Not only is definition a matter of initial importance, but 
often it is the purpose of the whole investigation, not to be an- 
swered until the final sentence is written, if then. In the absence 
of definition there cannot be a scientific investigation at all. It 
marks a difference between popular and scientific concern. Con- 
sider the manner in which an ordinary lay conversation changes 
when someone asks the seemingly irrelevant question of defini- 
tion. Here we sit glorifying the romantic grandeur of old planta- 
tion mansions and society or, more likely, because it is chummier, 
excoriating it for the evils associated with it, when some pedant 
asks, What is a plantation? The rest of us sit in pained silence 
because of this inconvenient and inconsiderate disturbance of 
the peace until someone changes the subject. Or we may be 
moved to contemplation, to discussion, rather than just idle talk. 
Either an interesting conversation has been wrecked or a delib- 
eration pitched upon a more or less value-free level ensues. It 
no longer is a chatty conversation; curiosity may take over, and 
we may become somewhat more objective. This attitude, how- 
ever, may actually place one on the side of the critics since objec- 
tivity is so often popularly regarded as attack. It may lead to 
dangerous thoughts. Invariably the number of participants in the 
initial conversation will dwindle and those who remain or come 
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to join the company will change character. In effect we now have 
a salon or a seminar. 

When the question of definition arises in the conversational 
stage, the usual practice is to turn to a dictionary or an ency- 
clopedia. From such sources, e.g., the Oxford Dictionary, we 
learn that the word plantation derives from the Latin plantare, 
to plant, and plantatio, the act of planting. The metaphor “plan- 
tation” progressively signified (1) a migration or transplantation 
of plants, trees, institutions, or people from one habitat or 
country to another; a migration implying settlement but without 
a designated form of settlement (“Ascanium . . . carrying forth 
a plantation of men. . . found a white sow’); (2) that which is 
planted (an indigo plantation); (3) the place planted; a migration 
with a designated form of settlement (a community such as Ply- 
mouth plantation); and (4) a tropical or semitropical estate; the 
terminus of a migration with a designated form of settlement and 
economy vesting jurisdiction in some established authority (“In 
Virginia every estate is a plantation . . . with its servants and 
slaves.”’). In the sense “the settlement of persons in some locality, 
especially the planting of a colony; colonization,” the word dates 
from 1586. With the meaning “a settlement in a new or con- 
quered country; a colony,” the word dates from 1614. Probably 
the earliest use of the word to mean “an estate or farm, especially 
in a tropical or semitropical country” was in 1706. 

The plantation type of colony was a form of settlement whose 
relations with the metropolis were not culturally derivative 
merely, such as the Greek colony was, nor yet simply administra- 
tively and politically bound to the metropolis, like the Roman 
military colony, but were connected with a center which was 
primarily a market, a source of capital and credit, and initially 
of labor. It was expected to be self-supporting. Political and cul- 
tural relationships between the metropolis and the plantation 
type of colony were not superseded by the market relationship. 
On the contrary: economic, political and cultural relationships 
were mutually reinforcing, but the economic connection was 
dominant. Behind plantation, however, was an ideology similar 
to that of the Crusades. Indeed, plantation might almost be con- 
sidered an extension or transformation of the crusading spirit. 
Perry Miller said of the plantation of Virginia that it exhibited 
“‘a set of principles for guiding, not a mercantile investment, but 
a medieval pilgrimage.” > 
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From these statements it appears that a social movement 
which was also a migration terminating in overseas settlement 
evolved in certain New World areas, such as the American South, 
into a landed estate specializing in the production of an agricul- 
tural staple for export. As such it developed a tradition and a 
structure which were transmitted through a succession of gener- 
ations whose members forgot, or never knew or cared, how it 
all came about. Its continuity was vested in an upper planter class 
which controlled the system and gave the plantation its standing 
as an institution.® The planter class gave it form and imposed that 
form upon the larger society. How did it all come about? 


III 


During and following the Middle Age, Europe, that continen- 
tal peninsula of angry storms, seethed with national, provincial, 
and sectarian rivalries and wars arising out of, and in turn giving 
rise to, numerous social movements. Social movements have 
been called “minor slow-burning revolutions” generated by so- 
cial disorganization and unrest. Some of these movements re- 
sulted in new institutions in England and in the rest of Europe; 
others took the form of migration to overseas territories and, in 
time, some of these also resulted in new institutions. In any 
event, they were composed of participants capable of being re- 
shaped and remoulded. The movements focused attention upon 
particular objectives, some of which had to do with aspirations 
in New World utopias. A migratory movement which envisaged 
a new home in a new country and a new start with new oppor- 
tunities must surely have been appealing. Unlike individual 
migration from country to city, from routine monotony to excite- 
ment and glamor, which also requires no great urging, back- 
to-the-land movements have to be set in motion by fresh-air and 
ample-space propaganda and some collective ideal. They gener- 
ally have been organized and actively promoted by govern- 
ments, religious or business organizations, and other agencies. 
Plantation as migration or—better perhaps—migration as planta- 
tion obviously was such a movement and as such was sponsored 
by English landed and commercial interests. 

The migratory impulse of which plantation was a part resulted 
in one of the great historical chapters of all time. For over 450 
years after the discovery of the New World Europe expanded 
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into every continent, rearranging populations and economies 
almost everywhere. The period was a focal point in a great his- 
torical movement, a vast mobilization of human energy and ac- 
tion and ideas. It was as though Europeans by design set out to 
farm the world and to utilize the people of other lands and races 
as part of that design. More interesting than mankind at rest is 
mankind in motion, and the story of this tremendous continental 
overflow, including accounts of explorations and discoveries of 
strange peoples with strange customs, has since become the very 
stuff of historical romance. Plantation as migration and settle- 
ment has been a part of that story. 

The drive to move outwards during this period centered on 
Spain, Portugal, Holland, and especially England. England, per- 
haps more than the others, was disorganized and unstable 
enough to respond sensitively and vigorously to the new oppor- 
tunities presented by an expanding world.” Circumstances pre- 
pared the English to move, through popular and private enter- 
prise coupled with governmental encouragement, in new 
directions and to experiment with new techniques. But there was 
much to learn from the prior experience of other pioneering 
countries, especially Portugal. 

Professor J. A. Williamson has suggested that the early plans 
for the plantation of North America were shown in the various 
patents of Henry VII which contained a good deal of well- 
developed theory, much of it probably derived from Portuguese 
practice in the fifteenth century. The origin of the term “planta- 
tion” as applied to a settlement may be found in the reign of 
Mary (Queen of Scots) when English and Scottish settlers were 
planted in Ireland. Here the English technique of plantation and 
settlement was worked out.® The technique was soon applied to 
the plantation of Virginia; the two “plantations” were so contem- 
porary that attitudes toward the natives, the “wild Irish” of Ire- 
land and the “Red Indians” of Virginia, were not very far apart.® 
It is worthy of note that both Sir Humphrey Gilbert and Sir 
Walter Raleigh had large Irish interests and also were involved 
in plantation enterprises in the New World. 

The diacritical differences in the pronunciations of the word 
“plantation” suggest something about a change in meaning from 
English migration to Southern estate which should be noticed. 
American Southerners have pronounced it as “plant-a’-tion”; the 
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English and dictionary accent is “‘plan-ta’-tion.” The two pronun- 
ciations, distinguishing between the movement and the institu- 
tion which grew out of it, are useful and might very well be 
retained. The first has reference to a land unit where crops not 
grown in Europe, commercial agriculture as opposed to folk 
agriculture, such as cotton and tobacco, are planted; the second 
has reference to the planting of people. The plantation of Ulster 
in Ireland and of New England in America were directed migra- 
tions which displaced populations with new settlers, but which 
were not institutionalized into estates as was the case in tropical 
and semitropical America. 

It may be suggested that migration as plantation took the form 
it did in England because the Irish Sea and the wide expanse of 
the Atlantic Ocean made individual and family migrations, such 
as the American gold rush and the South African trek, difficult 
if not prohibitive. Roman colonization could proceed northward 
by degrees; the Southern plantation estate, once established, 
could advance westward without assistance; but transoceanic mi- 
gration from Europe had to be promoted, directed, and con- 
trolled by interests outside those who actually migrated. To this 
end capital in amounts beyond the means of such individual 
adventurers as Gilbert and Raleigh was required. It was not until 
men of means could combine fluid capital and transoceanic trans- 
portation for both goods and people that stock companies inter- 
ested in trade and production for trade could be organized to 
promote significant plantation migrations strong enough to sur- 
vive. “Adventurers of the purse” combined to send “adventurers 
of the person,” or plantationites, to those parts of the New World 
which promised ultimate profit. 

In his essay “Of Plantations,” Lord Francis Bacon, a share- 
holder in Guy’s plantation in Newfoundland, compared the art 
of establishing plantation settlements in the New World with the 
art of forming forest plantations in England. In either case, he 
told those promoting such undertakings, “you must take account 
to lease twenty years profit, and expect your recompense in the 
end;. . . (there must be no) base and hasty drawing of profit in 
the first years.” 1° A great deal of capital—wealth combined with 
patience and waiting power—would be required. The plantation 
of America was no mere military or political conquest; in view 
was the annexation of mineral, forest, and land resources essen- 
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tial to the life of a growing world economy centered in Europe, 
especially in England. Each enterprise was an “imperialistic” 
venture at a time when that expression was not well known, but 
when (as probably always since) the colonizing force was pur- 
poseful capital, not just the migration of an individual or a collec- 
tion of individuals. Plantation was something more than the ab- 
stract flow of people as settlers or as labor; it was no less than a 
transplantation of purposes, wills, energies, and capital. The\ 
Spaniards in Mexico and in Peru expected and got quick returns 
in the form of gold and silver from their conquests, but English 
plantations in North America had to wait long before the re- 
sources of the areas planted, especially agricultural products, 
could become profitable. The time interval in the English in- 
stance required capital, and capital was a controlling force at 
every stage in the evolution of the plantation from migration to 
estate. As finally established as estate, the plantation was at one 
and the same time both a capitalistic and a feudal institution. But 
much more than this is involved: in the larger context of eco- 
nomic history the story of plantation from migration to institu- 
tion to institutional system to vital regional interdependence 
around the world is a chapter in the origin and development of 
capitalism itself. 

More immediately relevant, however, is an interesting side- 
light on plantation as a social movement. Social movements tend 
to control future actions by reference to the way they proceeded 
before. The Crusaders of the Middle Ages came to learn how to * 
carry on a crusade and developed techniques for doing so. Plan- 
tation also became patterned; men learned so well how to organ- 
ize and conduct a plantation that Sir Peter Colleton could say, 
“Planting [the settling of new lands] is my trade and I think I may 
say without vanity that I understand it as well as any man.” ?! 

The dominant motive in English overseas plantation generally 
manifested itself in a variety of ways, whether in Ireland, New- 
foundland, New England, Virginia, or certain islands in the West 
Indies. But always the thrust was basically economic. Very much 
the same sort of promoters with similar economic motives 
backed the plantation of both Massachusetts and Virginia; !? the 
differentiations came later. Settlers in the Puritan tradition were 
planted in New England and developed town communities. (The 
official name of Rhode Island is still “Rhode Island and Provi- 
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dence Plantations” and in Maine a plantation is a loosely organ- 
ized and thinly settled division of a county.) They also settled on 
the island of Old Providence off the coast of Nicaragua and there 
developed slave plantation estates.1* 

There is good reason to believe that the fondaco_of Italian 
merchants in the Mediterranean which became the trading fac- 
tory of the English in the Orient furnished a model for settle- 
ments in Brazil and in Virginia. In the earliest English plantation 
at Jamestown in Virginia the head of the local council was desig- 
nated “president’as-in the English factories in India. The set- 
tlers, or factors, were expected to trade with the Indians on 
behalf of the Virginia Company, throwing all the earnings into 
the common store as was done in the trading factories in India. 
An American historian of this period, John Fiske, misunderstand- 
ing the origin and nature of the practice, called the system “com- 
munism” and condemned it as evil.!4 

The old British Empire did indeed possess a dual nature. In 
the East it became and remained an active commercial empire; 
in the West it became a plantation (settlement) empire. Those 
two sides of imperial economy, trade by sea and plantation by 
land, together were administratively embraced by the “Lords of 
Trade and Plantations.” In the East, the natives were ready and 
eager to trade in easily available commodities; in the West one 
party to what initially was planned as a commercial relationship 
made economic demands which the productive organization of 
the native American Indians was unable to meet, except in the 
northern fur-trade and skin-producing country, and even there 
it was a passive commerce. Both factor and planter-entrepreneur 
were, of course, motivated by the prospect of the profitable ex- 
change of goods, but with an important difference. Along that 
type of frontier which attracted the planter more than the 
trader, or factor,!> a labor supply had to be found, organized, and 
controlled. Into these areas the planter-entrepreneur had to 
muster an industrial army of occupation, usually by importation; 
people as well as goods had to be transported. Thus began the 
age of free trade in labor which since has expanded to global 
proportions. The result was the contact of people of different 
origins, different cultural traditions, and different levels of cul- 
ture. 

After an inevitable period of turmoil a new society grew up 
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with new traditions, a new social order, based not on kinship but 
on the territory occupied. In the South and elsewhere this new 
order rested upon the mutual accommodation of diverse peoples 
defined by the plantation, now become a landed estate, and its 
system. Such an outcome was of course not unique to the South 
or even to other plantation societies; it was and is a process of 
politicization from which the state and other sorts of formally 
disciplined societies have emerged around the world. According 
to Teggart, the state initially appeared at the termini of routes 
along certain favorable frontiers.!® The plantation as a little state 
appeared along overseas frontiers hugging the sea and other 
avenues of low-cost access to the markets of Europe and of the 
world for the purpose of bringing favorable lands into new and 
presumably higher uses. It was and is not now, of course, the only 
institution having and achieving such a purpose. 


IV 


But to return to plantation as migration and its institutionaliza- 
tion as landed estate in the South: Among the immediate profit- 
making motives in the settlement of Virginia there were, in addi- 
tion to trade, the lure of gold which failed to materialize, and the 
need to supply wood-starved England with timber. The sight of 
a rim of mighty virgin forests along coastal North America and 
the unavailability of other articles of export aroused hopes of 
extensive exploitation which, however, could not be realized 
because of the great labor involved and the very high cost of 
transportation to England. Nevertheless, timber shipments of 
masts for ships, especially selected King’s Trees, began about as 
soon as a settlement was made. More important, however, than 
shipments of timber and certain by-products of timber was the 
fact that some areas of land were cleared of trees. They were 
cleared by dint of very hard labor, a gauge of the back-breaking 
tasks later to face other settlers who moved into the thickly 
forested West and took up farming. Slavery initially was perhaps 
as important in these tasks as it later was to become in the cultiva- 
tion of the staples of plantation agriculture; it figured mightily 
in the process of settlement as well as of agricultural production. 
Clearing “new ground” remained a feature of plantations well 
into the present century. 
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Land cleared was land cleared for action. Land cleared was 
land cleared as potential private property. The trend toward the 
development of private property in land in Virginia was directly 
connected with the discovery of the delights and profits of the 
cultivation of tobacco. There had been some haphazard agricul- 
ture before, but with tobacco, agriculture was systematically pur- 
sued and the plantations multiplied. Settlements to the north of 
Virginia and Maryland discovered no important export crop, but 
in tobacco the planters of Virginia realized a market connection 
with England and Europe, and tobacco traded to the outside 
world was the stimulus which led to the tobacco plantation and 
to the acquisition of private property in land. From a convivial 
and peaceful usage among the Indians, among the individuated 
English settlers tobacco became an addictive vice. That “be- 
witching vegetable,” as William Byrd called it, transformed Vir- 
ginia into a colony founded on smoke, as the disappointed and 
disapproving King of England characterized it. Tobacco was not 
altogether new to England, having arrived there earlier from the 
West Indies, but thenceforth almost all New World tobacco or- 
dinarily was called “Virginia tobacco.” It was an ideal crop from 
the point of view of shipping and marketing since it had small 
bulk and high value and, like many drug products generally, 
supplied a steadily expanding market in England and on the 
continent. It was the first and, for almost two centuries, the most 
important cash crop of the Southern plantation economy, falling 
only much later before the competition of cotton for land use in 
the lower South. 

Certain folk or traditional crops of English and European 
agriculture were transplanted and cultivated in North America, 
especially in areas of temperate climate, but the cultivation of 
the crops of plantation agriculture was not known in Europe.” 
Their cultivation in America had to be learned, organized, and 
directed by a new type of entrepreneur. In Brazil this man be- 
came a senhor de engenho, later a usineire, and in the British 
plantations a planter, something more than a mere farmer, or a 
type of farmer who did not really like to farm or intend to do 
the work of farming.'* Nevertheless, he was better able to ap- 
preciate and respond to market and other news affecting his 
agricultural interests than others. The crops which the planter- 
entrepreneur initiated in Virginia and elsewhere, such as drug 
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crops (tobacco) and dessert crops (sugar and spices), were ex- 
_ ported to Europe as luxuries for the rich which in time became 
_ necessities for the proletariat as well. These and others to follow 
‘ were commodities that had to go immediately into the channels 
of commerce, since they could not be extensively consumed on 
the producing plantations. By 1618 the trading factory in Virginia, 
as originally intended, was giving way to the plantation as estate, 
and the planters were granted the right to export goods for 
themselves. A system of society was growing up around the culti- 
vation of tobacco, a botanical annual but on its way to becoming 
what Zimmerman has called an “institutional perennial.” 19 

The stage had earlier been set for such a societal development 
when Virginia, itself the original plantation, dissolved into a num- 
ber of “particular plantations.” 2° As a result of a new policy 
formally adopted in 1616-1617 specific tracts of land were granted 
to individuals and organized groups of Englishmen. Within a few 
years, fifty or more such grants were made, each providing for 
the transportation and planting of from one to four hundred 
men. Each “particular plantation” retained both the political and 
economic motives and powers present in the original plantation 
enterprise.?! This development occasioned a distinction between 
“colony” and “plantation.” 22 With the distinction once estab- 
lished, there was no longer need to speak of any plantation as 
“particular” since all were. With the emergence of Cavalier Vir- 
ginia after about_1642 a society popularly identified with such 
well known names as Carter, Byrd, Mason, Beverly, Randolph, 
Pendleton, and Washington—men destined to become great 
planter-statesmen—took form and flowered. Such men had no 
intention of working the land with their own hands; the lordly 
tradition they inherited from England predisposed them only to 
supervise the labor of others and attend to affairs of state, and 
to this end they and their successors imported white indentured 
servants from England and black slaves from Africa. Getting and 
settling labor on the estates, and perfecting devices and laws for 
its control, became the chronic problem of Virginia and of the 
South for the next several hundred years. 


Vv 


Taking off from dictionary definitions of the use of the word 
“plantation” at earlier and later periods of its history, I have tried 
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to outline, omitting considerable detail, the process of institution- 
alization whereby the plantation as migration became, in Vir- 
ginia and in the South, plantation as estate. It was an estate with 
its own identifying architecture set in the midst of ample space. 
A principle of settlement, of agricultural production, and of pub- 
lic order was established, standardized, and socially sanctioned. 
As the social order which it imposed began to sink deeply into 
the habits of individuals and into the customs of the South, it 
created divergent sentiments on the part of those who wanted 
to preserve and humanize it and on the part of others who sought 
to escape from, overthrow, or replace it with some other system. 
The ideal “other system” in America was the family farm system; 
the family farm has been to the plantation what the church has 
been to the saloon. It was because one class of Americans re- 
garded it as a vested interest and as good, and another class 
regarded it as evil and sought to destroy it, that the plantation 
and its system had sufficient instability to permit change at all, 
or at least the kind of drastic change instituted by the Civil War. 

Students of institutions generally seem not to have paid much 
attention to that class of institutions I choose to call “settlement 
institutions.” They are those institutions which cannot exist apart 
from certain territorial assumptions and landed necessities; they 
are institutions which connect land and people in a special way 
and exist in this very connection. When the connection is broken 
the institution becomes only a state of mind or a memory. The 
living institution not only covers land with the visible signs of its 
presence, signs which reflect its nature and power of action, but 
the land itself is an intrinsic part of it. Settlement institutions 
cannot be transplanted to the city, for they require not just naked 
space upon which to operate but land to operate upon. 

It is probably true that men rarely if ever live directly upon 
nature’s land as the animals do. Men live in culture and in institu- 
tions, and the institutions in their turn, particularly the kind of 
institutions I am calling settlement institutions, interact with the 
natural habitat and the market to define the terms upon which 
men may live and work on the land. Apart from institutional and 
cultural contexts, the so-called man-land ratio is a very unreal 
concept. Now, land as it appears in nature is continuous except 
when it comes to the water’s edge. Settlement institutions im- 
pose upon the land some principle of discontinuity which may 
be expressed by fences and other man-made boundaries. They 
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operate to break up the land into nameable and countable units 
which then may be recorded and transferred or transmitted as 
property in formal ways as well as in public understanding. Set- 
tlement institutions sort out, classify, and give meaning to the 
colors and shapes of the land and movements upon the land to 
which names are assigned. What are the distinguishing charac- 
teristics of that institutional unit we call the plantation? 

It was Spinoza, I believe, who held that all definition is nega- 
tive which is another way of saying that we best define a thing 
in terms of what it is not. The plantation is not a great many 
things, but it is significantly not a relatively few things to which 
it is allied by the land connection but from which it otherwise 
differs. The results of a comparison of the plantation with other 
institutions along such a continuum go beyond school-book defi- 
nitions into bodies of meaning as experienced by the members 
themselves of each institution or as stereotypes by others outside. 
We call the plantation a settlement institution, a habitat embody- 
ing both land and people, and there are quite a number of other 
such institutions to compare it with. It is identified with, but at 
the same time distinguished from, other forms of settlement 
institutions. An incomplete and brief comparison with a few oth- 
ers may serve to call attention to some of its more significant 
features. 


VI 


To begin with, the plantation is not just a big farm. It is not 
a family farm, perhaps the simplest settlement institution. Some 
years ago Warren Wilson described the family farm as a “human 
unit of land,” that is, a piece of land which the farmer and his 
family have domesticated and made a working partner along 
with the horses, the cows, and the dog. It is not just so many acres. 
The family farm is a unit of land which one family can handle 
without much help from the outside. Traditionally, especially in 
New England, the outside help was “the hired man, a type of 
farm laborer which is peculiarly American, and of the nineteenth 
century.” 2° 

Agriculture is the only primary form of industrial organization 
common to colonies of all latitudes, but the units of agricultural 
production appear to bear some relation to climatic zones. Plan- 
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tations are characteristically located in tropical and semitropica! 
areas, whereas family farms, with some important exceptions, 
tend to characterize the agriculture of temperate zones. On var- 
ious frontiers both institutions have functioned to bring land into 
new and presumably higher uses, but history as well as geogra- 
phy and climate must supply explanations for their different dis- 
tributions. Where the land is occupied by conquest, by migration, 
or by the importation of labor, the effect is to break up the 
familial and traditional organization of society and to create a 
proletarian labor class. This occurs in plantation settlement 
where the laboring class tends almost everywhere to be set off 
as racially different. On the other hand, where the invading peo- 
ple, the settlers, are able and willing to supply the labor them- 
selves, where the land occupied is used, in the first instance, to 
produce goods for immediate consumption, there settlement 
may be achieved with free labor, with the labor of the settler and 
his family. The result is the family farm. The settler brings his 
culture with him and does not impose it, to any great extent, 
upon native peoples presumably of more elementary culture. 
Instead he supplants them. Here proletarianization does not take 
place. 

The family farm has a history, a history not yet fully told so far 
as I know. Where agriculture had to be carried on under the 
threat of hostile action by outsiders, families were compelled to 
live closely together for protection. Peasant villages were the 
rule, and isolated homesteads, the exception. In Europe this pat- 
tern seems originally to have been most strongly developed in 
the Mediterranean countries, giving place to irregularly dis- 
tributed farms further north. There appear to have been some 
isolated farmsteads in England. Early English settlements in 
America, however, were modeled after the village pattern, espe- 
cially in New England, even to the extent of establishing the 
Common. 

In America the isolated farm, like the log cabin, may have been 
due to early Swedish influence. If so, it was a powerful influence 
along the forested frontier as settlers streamed down the Ohio 
Valley and pushed the Indians aside. Sims tells us that it was not 
until the settlement of the American Middle West that scattered 
homesteads made their “first appearance on a large scale.” 24 
These isolated homesteads probably stemmed from that “in- 
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dividualistic Southern element” of which Frederick Jackson 
Turner speaks in The Frontier in American History rather than 
from the community and congregation-minded New Englanders 
who occupied the more northerly parts of Ohio, Indiana, and 
Illinois. 

These Southerners, who probably were the original “squat- 
ters,” originated in part as white indentured servants who had 
served out their time on the plantations of Virginia and further 
south. Many of them moved individually and in family groups 
into unoccupied lands in the Piedmont. They or their descend- 
ants pushed across the Appalachians into Tennessee and Ken- 
tucky. From these territories they crossed the Ohio River and, 
as was the customary practice, squatted on lands to which they 
had no legal title.2° Instead neighbors recognized and respected 
popular titles such as “tomahawk rights,” “cabin rights,” or “corn 
rights.”” The system moved westward into the prairie states 
beyond Illinois and took deep root there. Political agitation 
throughout this larger Middle West resulted in 1862 in the pas- 
sage by Congress of the Homestead Act which gave legal sanc- 
tion to the holdings of the squatters. 

The traditions of squatter democracy pervade Middle Western 
society to this day. It was an order of society in which there were 
neither lords nor vassals, a society of prideful farm ownership, 
the spiritual as well as the geographical center of middle class 
America. In it appeared something not duplicated in the Old 
Plantation South until well after the Civil War—the growth of 
numerous small towns each nucleating the surrounding farms 
into a local community unity. Here was an approximate realiza- 
tion of the agrarian ideal of Jefferson and of the later reformers 
with whom Horace Greeley was associated. Here was the cradle 
of the Republican Party, which has placed the protection and 
prosperity of the family farm in each of its political platforms 
Ver since. 

The family farm in both the upland South and the Middle West 
was integrated into a social order against which the plantation 
society of the South waged a duel during the greater part of its 
pre-Civil War history. That war itself was a chapter in this duel. 

Two additional apparent differences between the Middle 
Western farm and the plantation should be noted. First, the 
squatter and homesteader entered into an orderly relationship 
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with a market subsequent to established settlement after which 
the farm was transformed into the larger and specialized ma- 
chine operation characteristic of the wheat and corn belts today. 
The plantation, on the other hand, was sparked into life by the 
market relationship itself. Again, there often appears to be an 
organic evolution from the household industry of family farm 
areas to large-scale manufacturing industry in the same areas. In 
plantation areas manufacturing industry may be said to be “in- 
stituted,” that is, transplanted, from the outside almost over- 
night, but not without conservative opposition.?°® 


Vil 


The term generally in use for large landed estates is latifundia 
of which plantations are, of course, a subtype. But the latifun- 
dium as a term used to name an extensively farmed property in 
post-Hannibalistic Italy was, more narrowly, also a subtype of 
large estate. Latifundia in Italy apparently arose with the decay 
of the existing system of peasant proprietorships. Pliny the Elder 
complained that “latifundia ruined Italy,” and Goldsmith later 
in England lamented the destruction of a “bold peasantry” when 
the Enclosure Movement there consolidated small holdings into 
large landed properties. Enclosure movements under one name 
or another seem to have occurred with almost cyclic regularity 
with similar results in many societies before and since Pliny and 
Goldsmith. Latifundia uproot a rural population; plantations set- 
tle populations on the land. To some extent, the Enclosure Move- 
ment in England supplied a part of the population planted in 
America. However, the plantation institution, once established, 
may swallow up small farms in its path of advance.?’ 

The term latifundium, in its general sense, frequently is ex- 
tended to include that institutional form called in England a 
“manor,” and by other names elsewhere. This form grew up in 
Europe with the decline of the peace and trade organized and 
protected by Roman legions when semibarbarous peoples from 
the north invaded, conquered, and pushed back the Roman fron- 
tier into Italy itself. A vast area was reorganized under new and 
quarrelsome authorities into thousands of manors and other bits 
of sovereignties between which war was a normal and inevitable 
condition. The later coming of the national state expanded peace 
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areas, but the principles of local self-sufficiency, political au- 
thority, and immunities from the laws of the king, as well as 
feudal loyalty of peasant to lord, remained. A high degree of 
economic self-sufficiency was not only a fact, but became an ideal 
as well. Notwithstanding the ideal, however, the manor was 
bound to be economically incomplete as is every state which 
occupies only a portion of the earth’s surface. There are incipient 
threads of trade which traced their way further and further out- 
ward, leading to town, to national, and then to international 
trade. As town life arose there was offered a market and a con- 
trasting way of life against which the manor could not compete. 
Its decline came first in England which was especially favored 
by access to cheap water transportation and whose foreign trade 
steadily expanded in consequence. With trade the manor was 
transformed into other forms of economy. For the market rela- 
tionship holds in it a different principle of organization. 

The plantation is based upon this principle, and the essential 
difference between it and the manor lies in this fact. The planta- 
tion clings to the cheaper transportation of coastlands, islands, 
and archipelagoes and is not to be found in the landlocked parts 
of the earth where the manorial form continued longest, as in 
Russia. The manor produces to consume and is therefore organ- 
ized around a variety of agricultural and animal goods yielded 
up to the lord as rent or as feudal dues; the plantation is organized 
around the production of a staple crop in which it specializes, and 
self-sufficiency is a fact mainly to the extent that supplies cannot 
be imported economically from elsewhere. The lord of the 
manor is a rent and tax collector; the planter is a manager and 
entrepreneur. The planter produces to sell, and in line with this 
purpose he devises strategy to improve and increase production 
and to get his staple to market. On the manor there is an organi- 
zation of classes differentiated from within, while the plantation 
tends to become an organization of races brought together from 
without. 

In the seventeenth century Lord Baltimore succeeded in 
erecting some sixty manors in his Maryland grant, but the ready 
availability of land to the west rendered his effort precarious and 
finally impossible. The provisions of Locke’s “Fundamental Con- 
stitutions” for Carolina in 1669, like the Dutch patroonships along 
the Hudson River, failed to take root. Martin’s Hundred and 
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similar grants in Virginia failed for the same reason; an institution 
dependent upon scarcity of land could not succeed where land 
was abundant and open so long as settlers were free to settle 
upon them. In the absence of a system of labor control, at once 
both mobile and locally concentrated, such as could be obtained 
either from coerced natives or by the importation of indentured, 
contract, or slave labor from abroad, manorial agriculture was 
impossible. In the South the manor became a plantation. In a 
situation foreign to both blacks and whites two sets of people 
impinged upon each other to produce a new institution, also 
foreign to each as well as to the native Indians. It was an institu- 
tion which transformed all parties participating in it, particularly 
the black man who lost so much and assimilated so much that 
he became in fact the original American with fewer cultural 
survivals than either the Indian or the white man. The planta- 
tion, particularly in the South and in the West Indies, became 
something much more than “a mechanical mixture of borrowed 
elements.” 2° It gave rise to new mixtures, to new peoples, and 
to new cultures. 

There are other important differences between the manor and 
the plantation and there are also other important similarities. 
Both lord and planter exercised judicial functions and both 
tended eventually to become officials of the larger state. Both 
manor and plantation are political institutions, that is, institutions 
based upon the principle of authority, which in both cases implies 
the existence of an aristocracy. Titled aristocrats, as opposed to 
plutocrats, appear to evolve in societies based upon landed es- 
tates, and if Southern plantation society developed no genuine 
titled aristocracy, as the manor did, it did develop a gentry with 
aristocratic pretentions. It was the planter gentry that held the 
South together and gave it such meaning and purpose as it had. 
The feudal attitude, or something close to it, seems invariably to 
accompany the kind and duration of the relationships which a 
manorial or plantation peasantry has with its gentry. On neither 
the manor nor the plantation was the feudal attitude present to 
begin with; feudalism, however, became part and parcel of the 
manorial system and, with the development of personal relations 
and sentiments, came also to characterize the moral order of 
plantation societies, especially the older ones. The plantation as 
it existed in the South, in Brazil, and in Old Hawaii assumed that 
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proprietors lived on the land and personally directed the affairs 
of the estate. But there is a marked tendency, under corporate 
ownership, for the political and racial organization of the planta- 
tion to change its character. There is little or no sentiment at- 
tached to the large rubber plantations of Southeast Asia and to 
the type of life developed on them. They appear to make no 
claims on anyone based upon the old customs. 

While plantation society in the South, and especially in the Old 
South, as elsewhere, provided an ordering or regimentation by 
race, class, domestic, and sex relationships of a large proportion 
of the population in a manner similar to that of manorial society, 
it never achieved so perfect a form. But the outlines of the form 
were there. Black slaves at the bottom of the pyramid upward 
to free blacks, to poor whites, to yeoman whites, to small and 
large planters at the top, the system came to form a symbiotic 
structure whose strata were differentiated according to the pre- 
vailing standards of status, family connections, land holdings, 
income and skill. Not only yeoman farmers but ministers, law- 
yers, teachers, and doctors aspired to the status of planter, and 
small planters strove to become great planters. By virtue of their 
white skin poor whites, yeoman whites, members of the profes- 
sions, and lesser planters participated in the force and signifi- 
cance of the status symbolized by the great planters. To some 
degree the entire society of the old plantation South was cast in 
the image of the great planters. 


Vill 


The ranch, as we have commonly understood and named this 
mobile farm in the United States, represents another distinctive 
orientation to the land and another distinctive style of life. On 
the ranch the relations of men to the land are mediated, not 
through crops, but through such marketable and self-transport- 
ing animals as cattle and sheep. This institutionalized form is or 
has been found in Central and South America, especially Argen- 
tina, Hawaii, North and South Africa, Australia, and elsewhere 
as well as in the United States. The mature age of ranches in this 
country spanned a period of not more than twenty years after 
1861,29 but the form began as an undifferentiated aspect of 
tidewater plantations on uncultivated forest lands in the early 
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colonial South. Cowpens, as they came to be called when dif- 
ferentiated from plantations proper, later occupied Piedmont 
areas west of plantation and farming areas. Farmers and planters 
moving westward pushed them still further into forested lands 
beyond the mountains until finally they came to a line roughly 
following the ninety-eighth meridian where the Great Plains 
begin. Beyond this institutional fault line, as Walter Webb calls 
it,°° “the ways of life and living changed. Practically every insti- 
tution that was carried across it was either broken or remade or 
else greatly altered.” At this fault line the cowpen was trans- 
formed into the ranch in what was for it an ideal set of circum- 
stances. Webb goes on to say (p. 207): “In the final analysis the 
cattle kingdom arose at that place where men began to manage 
cattle on horseback. It was the use of the horse that primarily 
distinguished ranching in the West from stock-farming in the 
East.” 

The cattle baron who owned and profited from the Western 
American ranch has figured little in the ranching tradition of this 
country, but there developed a veritable cult of the cowboy as 
there developed a cult of the gaucho in Argentina. The work of 
this man was rough, dirty, poorly paid, dull and monotonous, 
solitary, and often dangerous. But he rode a horse, and, to the 
extent that freedom is always freedom to move, the cowboy was 
emancipated and free from the beginning, for he was highly 
mobile and as such an ideal figure for romantics. A familyless 
man, he knew little of the society of proper women, but possibly 
with the intention of attracting the attention of females against 
the competition of numerous other men, he sported showy dress 
and gaudy accessories. He matched his “ten dollar horse,” it was 
said, “with a fifty dollar saddle.” 

The cowboy never “worked”; rather he “rode for” a certain 
ranch. In him there was scarcely a notion that he might change 
character and milk a cow. He would willingly work long and hard 
hours tending cattle, but if asked to plow a field or perform any 
other type of farm work, he was quick to march off and look for 
another job. He worked on the land, but he would not work the 
land itself and he was contemptuous of those who did, especially 
of those encroaching farmers he called “nesters.’’ What was true 
of the cowboy on the western ranch in America was also true of 
the Argentine gaucho. Oscar Schmeider has written: “After a few 
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generations of life in the Argentine plains the gaucho looked with 
utter contempt on any kind of agricultural work, although it had 
been the main occupation of his Spanish ancestors. As a conse- 
quence, cultivation of the soil was restricted to a minimum.” *1 

We have only to contrast the stereotype of the cowboy or the 
gaucho with that of the lowly, shabbily dressed worker in planta- 
tion fields almost anywhere and everywhere, whether inden- 
tured servant, slave, sharecropper, contract laborer, or simply as 
a labor import into what for him is a strange land, to realize the 
great difference in status and life style between the two. The 
ranch owner is not generally understood as one who realized his 
status in and through those who work for him. But the dominant 
expression of the planter has been in terms of sovereign authority 
and subjection, as a realization of himself as superior to those 
under him. He knows himself in terms of the height to which his 
subordinates have raised him, and this is the conception of him 
held by the larger community generally. His is not necessarily 
the prestige of the “expert,” but the prestige of authority and 
of his class or race. Among the workers who have supported his 
claim to prestige and social standing, particularly in the older 
plantation societies, there has been little to dramatize the work 
they performed aside from brute strength, cunning, good luck, 
religious piety, and occult beliefs and practices. There was room 
on the plantation for loyalty, rebellion, honor, and disgrace, but 
there has been no recognition to compare with calf-roping, bull- 
dogging steers, bronc-riding, trick-riding, rope and whip work, 
and other heroics of the cowboy’s life which have been institu- 
tionalized in the rodeo. 

Finally, let it be noted that the cowboy’s work in ranching and 
in trailing, that is, in both the production and the marketing ends 
of the cattle business, was not rigidly separated. The plantation 
laborer, on the other hand, had little or nothing to do with the 
marketing of the crops which he produced. Nevertheless, ranch 
and plantation each possessed a social organization designed to 
produce and another one to market. In the case of the plantation, 
marketing was handled through an entirely separate mechanism 
which, in the South before 1861, was known as the factorage 
system, a survival and adaptation of the trading factory. The 
planter of the period may well have been a good farm manager, 
but he seems to have been rather indifferent to business matters 
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outside his plantation. The tobacco, cotton, or sugar factor in the 
port cities was at once his commission merchant, banker, book- 
keeper, advisor, collector and disburser, and the one who hon- 
ored checks and paid bills. The disruption of the factorage system 
was one of the drastic consequences of the Civil War. 


Ix 


Large industrialized agricultural units employing substantial 
numbers of hand or “stoop” laborers, such as those that have 
characterized large areas in California, point up certain other 
properties of the plantation. These units have been worked by 
armies of migratory laborers made up of Orientals, Mexicans, and 
lower Middle West whites who seasonally have marched from 
crop to crop and from place to place.3? They have lived in bunk- 
houses rather than in cabins or homesteads, and they are depend- 
ent for necessities on an employer but not necessarily upon any 
particular employer. Relations between workers and employer 
and among the workers themselves are highly secularized and 
contractual. The plantation, on the other hand, ordinarily is con- 
cerned to immobilize and stabilize at least a nucleus of workers 
into year-round settled communities, but this nucleus could be 
supplemented to meet seasonal crop requirements. These are 
not, however, communities of diverse and independent institu- 
tions, interests, and goals such as village communities normally 
are. Rather the plantation community is more like a company 
town dominated by a single company, family, or planter pursuing 
a unitary economic goal and subordinating schools, churches, 
stores, commissaries, recreation, hospitals, housing, and even 
families to that goal. But residence on the plantation does imply 
certain obligations and expenses on the part of the planter even 
where slavery is the worker’s condition. Corresponding obliga- 
tions and duties on the part of the workers likewise develop. 
Generations may pass, as generations have passed, and the plan- 
tation may develop a moral order, some sort of piety, some re- 
spect for tradition. This, too, will pass, as now it is passing in the 
South as wage or machine labor takes the place of tenant labor. 
Such an outcome does not develop on the agricultural factory 
estates of California. Instead there are inevitably unionization 
and strikes. 
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X 


In that type of rationalized latifundia where there is extensive 
mechanization ordinarily there is a high return per unit of capital 
and labor and a low return per unit of land in agricultural produc- 
tion. We call this the power farm. Prior to the invention of the 
reaper practically all American agriculture was carried on by 
human and animal labor. The coming of the tractor, followed one 
after another by other machines, changed all this. The tractor 
served to pitch crop production, especially of grains, upon a new 
and very different plane and set the stage for a drastic reorgani- 
zation of farming. For agricultural units tend to adjust them- 
selves to the type of power available. The plantation generates 
power beyond the energy of the proprietary family by multiply- 
ing the number of human hands which, in the South, took the 
form of servitude, slavery, and sharecropping. These measures 
gave the plantation somewhat the same advantage over the small 
family farm that the large machine-powered farm gained over 
the plantation. 

During the 1920’s and 1930’s, Americans read of the extensive 
operations of the Thomas Campbell Corporation in Montana on 
its 95,000 acre property. At that time, the corporation operated 
109 tractors, 100 planting machines, 80 binders, 600 harvesters, 
u1 threshing machines, fleets of automobiles and trucks, and pro- 
duced during this period more than one million bushels of wheat 
each year. To conduct this huge operation a relatively small num- 
ber of technicians, skilled mechanics, and highly qualified and 
well-paid managers, who dressed for dinner and were free to 
order their leisure time as they saw fit, were employed. They 
were subject to company rules, to be sure, and to discipline ac- 
cording to their middle-class status, but they were not regarded 
and did not regard themselves as ordinary farm laborers. The 
machines they operated and maintained required fuel but no 
food; they drew no wages and required no rest; they did break 
down on occasion, but otherwise they had no uncertain habits; 
they did not sulk, talk back, run away, or hold resentments. They 
obeyed the touch of a lever blindly and powerfully. 

On his plantation the planter plays two roles. In one of them 
he is an agriculturalist possessing the technical knowledge and 
skill necessary to produce the crop successfully. He must know 
seeds, fertilizers, soils, planting times and harvest times, and at 
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the same time be something of a weather prophet, for on such 
knowledge depends his income. However, this kind of knowl- 
edge is not enough. To realize his business purposes he might 
very well like to reduce the human beings who work for him to 
the level of animals and machines. But human nature will out, 
and to deal with it he must play another and a much more 
difficult role. For the most insistent problem of the plantation 
stems from the fact that it is full of people who, in spite of all 
rules, regulations, punishments, and rewards insist upon behav- 
ing like human beings. Of all forms of property, slaves probably 
are the most troublesome. The human workers of whatever race 
or status come with an infinite variety of feelings, intentions, 
thoughts, weaknesses, strengths, and these have to be lived with 
and somehow managed. The planter knows, or is presumed to 
know, the ways of his people with a certain predictive ac- 
curacy.?? 

Of all forms of management supervision, agricultural supervi- 
sion is perhaps the most oppressive. Because poor work may not 
show up until much precious time has passed, constant supervi- 
sion at every stage is essential. Someone has to stand around to 
watch and inspect. Inevitably such close supervision gives rise 
to resentments and passions that must be contained, and to quar- 
rels that must be adjudicated. The planter can be no mere land- 
lord or farmer; he is also a chief of state and head of government. 


XI 


The plantation might with profit be compared with several 
other types of agricultural enterprises, large and small. In pre- 
Communist Manchuria, for instance, farmers produced an illegal 
but highly profitable crop, the opium poppy, in secret gardens, 
and organized themselves militarily to protect themselves and 
the crop against the police and the armed forces of the larger 
state. This was another form of “military agriculture.” 4 On the 
plantation a population also is regimented, but the discipline 
here is directed inward in order to deal with the uncertainties 
of labor, weather, insects, and the vagaries of the crops within 
the institution itself. To be sure, there have been instances as in 
colonial Brazil,?> as well as occasionally along the southern 
American frontier, when the plantation also had need to protect 
itself against outside attack. But normally this defense function 
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is taken over by the larger state which more often than not is part 
of the plantation system dominated or powerfully influenced by 
the planter class. Tobacco in Virginia, like opium in Manchuria, 
was also an addictive drug, but here the colony and State were 
greatly concerned to forward the interests of the planters, not 
to attack them. I have described plantations as small states in 
many respects, but unlike states they do not make overt war 
upon one another. They do, however, collide as indicated almost 
everywhere by the enormous amount of litigation over bounda- 
ries. 

Again there was an interesting type of large-scale agricultural 
operation which existed in Dutch Indonesia, particularly Java 
and Sumatra, between 1830 and 1870 and which has had parallels 
elsewhere. In Indonesia it was known as the “culture system.” °° 
In earlier conquests, conquerers were content to take in tribute 
what subjugated natives were accustomed to produce, but the 
Dutch added a positive condition to the system of tribute-taking 
when they dictated a long list of products other than traditional 
East Indian goods, such as rice, wanted in Holland or which 
promised profit when traded. To secure these they adopted a 
variation of the corvée, that is, the compulsion of native labor 
through village headmen working under the direction of Euro- 
peans to produce agricultural products for export. Unlike slave 
labor which is demanded permanently, corvée labor is con- 
scripted on a temporary, though recurring, basis. After his term 
of work the native returns to his village to work for himself. The 
result in the ‘Dutch East Indies was what Boeke called a “dual 
economy” °7 and the people became what Redfield called “im- 
perialized folk.” %8 

The plantation, by contrast, appears to operate as a feudal- 
capitalistic enterprise built up by an individual entrepreneur or 
by a company, not by an imperialistic state acting as such. It 
originally is an institution of settlement as the culture system in 
the East Indies and elsewhere was not. The culture system 
farmed out existing villages; the plantation established new habi- 
tation centers. 


XV 


Eric Wolf and Sidney Mintz have compared the plantation to 
the hacienda in Middle America and the Antilles.°° The hacienda 
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reaches back into colonial Spanish America and is still a charac- 
teristic feature of Hispanic-American life. The word, like the 
word plantation, has a variety of meanings and uses, but in the 
area and period covered by their study, Wolf and Mintz charac- 
terize both institutions as dominated by a landowner working a 
dependent labor force. Both require a market for their produce. 
The plantation is likely to specialize in a single crop to a much 
greater degree than the hacienda, but the hacienda also may 
feature a specialty such as pulque in Mexico, brandy in Peru, and 
coffee in Puerto Rico. It is, however, principally the scope of the 
market which serves to differentiate one from the other. Hacien- 
das characteristically supply local markets with a variety of prod- 
ucts, not all of them vegetable, whereas plantations characteris- 
tically produce some specialty such as sugar for distant markets. 
The staple specialty classifies the type of plantation that produces 
it, e.g., sugar or tobacco plantations. The status aspirations of 
haciendado and planter are similar, but the corporate plantation 
may produce “without reference to the status needs of the own- 
ers.” #° There appear to be no corporate haciendas. 

In two of the papers included in this collection, suggestions are 
offered on the differences between the mine and the plantation 
in one and on the agricultural mission and the plantation in the 
other. 


XVI 


The series of brief comparisons between the plantation and 
cognate institutions offered above, as well as many others not 
offered, may serve to add meaning and insight to the formal 
definitions of the dictionaries. In lieu of attempting a summary 
definition derived from such comparisons perhaps we have 
learned enough to recognize the essential features of the institu- 
tion wherever and whenever it is or has been present. 

The plantation is far from being an ethereal, no-time, no-place, 
institution; it is an earthly institution, a place where people living 
closely together make things happen in a work-a-day world. Al- 
though widely distributed around the world, it is not universal. 
No form of latifundium is universal, but one cannot escape the 
impression that, where plantations are not present, some other 
form of landed estate-building, capital accumulation, labor con- 
trol, and production for metropolitan markets probably appears. 
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So long as the people of the northern latitudes want and need 
agricultural commodities which can be produced only in the 
tropics or semitropics they (or increasingly the people of the 
newly independent states) will organize to produce them. This 
will be true regardless of the controlling political system and 
ideology; Castro has not abolished the large sugar units in Cuba. 

If, from my survey of the plantation as compared to other types 
of agricultural institutions, no formal definition seems justified, 
at least four primary facets of the institutions are distinguishable: 


1. The plantation is a settlement institution. It spreads and 
arranges a new population over a territory, historically a frontier 
territory, in a process of demographic and economic succes- 
sion.4! In the process, population clusters are formed, and an 
estate emerges settled on its own land and occupying its own 
space. This space defines a unit of authority, and the settlement 
on it is the institution’s most obvious and visible aspect. As the 
plantation becomes a settled community, paths and trails multi- 
ply about the planter’s residence—the “Big House” as it was 
called in the South—leading to the quarters or tenant cabins and 
connecting to the “Big Road,” the plantation’s outlet to other 
plantations or to nearby towns. These paths and roads are nota- 
tions on the surface of the earth of the kind of human relation- 
ships they serve. 

The growing crops are evident here, and the people move 
about in patterned fashion as activities appropriate to the pur- 
poses of the enterprise take place. One expects to see an inter- 
digitation of people of different rank, race, and color as these 
activities are pursued. In the pursuit of these activitites, the land 
itself is shaped to accommodate the plantation’s economic pur- 
poses and its authoritarian methods. The important considera- 
tion is not the geographic or topographic form of the land, even 
though this is important as it affects cultivation and access to 
markets, but rather the form of the institution on the land as it 
affects the larger society. 

Although the plantation can exist as an isolate, the suitability 
of large-scale agriculture in an area will normally carry with it 
the probability of a region, e.g., the South, in which there is a 
multiplicity of plantations, that is, a plantation system. The multi- 
plicity will build up its own sustaining system in which the planta- 
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tion is the economic and political base of an institutional hierar- 
chy. The plantation sends its staple far out beyond the area in 
which it is physically located, but its satellite institutions in the 
system, such as the school and the church, serve mainly the local 
community. The base institution in the system competes with 
other plantations for labor, but all have to cooperate in such 
matters as road-building, marketing, and policing and in such 
other functions in the order in which they come to be recognized 
as common interests. It is these matters of common interests that 
are likely to be taken over by the county or larger state; but, to 
the extent the planters control these governmental units, they 
too become a part of the plantation system. The forms of au- 
thority and control as worked out on individual plantations will 
be extended throughout the region and sanctioned in custom and 
in law by the larger society. 

We may call the settlement of Europeans along certain fron- 
tiers of the world for the purpose of enlarging the area of trade 
and production for trade “positive” settlement. The expression 
implies “negative” settlement such as has occurred where na- 
tives have been displaced by the encroachment of farms and 
plantations. Natives, in such situations, have been confined to 
preservations or reservations. The fate of the American Indian 4? 
has its parallel in other parts of the world where natives have 
been found less desirable for plantation labor than imported for- 
eign labor. Reservations may be designed as accessible labor 
reservoirs to be tapped as needed or simply as a way of setting 
problem-makers off in space. Put under the control of a govern- 
ment agent or commission and granted vocational schools, the 
reservation may be regarded as a sort of secular mission and its 
residents as wards of the state. The reservation may, and often 
does, become an ethnic island when finally it is surrounded by 
invading populations. In eastern and southern United States 
where Indian, white, and black blood have intermixed to form 
what I have called “little races” (see pp. 162-182) located in inter- 
stitial areas symbiotic to the farms and plantations nearby, rem- 
nants of the old reservation system still exist. 

The so-called “poor whites” have never been confined to off- 
cial reservations, but in the pre-Civil War South, when members 
of this class had little or no place on the plantations except as 
overseers, they segregated themselves in pineywood, wiregrass, 
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sandy, or swamp lands away from black slave competition. This 
does not mean, however, that they were not an integral part of 
the Southern plantation system. Slaves and masters cannot con- 
stitute the only classes in the total population of a community; 
there has to be a buffer class between the slaveholders, on the 
one hand, and the slaves on the other—a nonslaveholding class 
which supports the slaveholders. In the South, white planters, 
poor whites, and yeoman whites together made up the larger 
community which supported the enslavement of blacks; they had 
in common the same skin color and often the same surnames. 
After the Civil War a large number of ex-Confederate soldiers 
returned to the plantations as poor sharecroppers. In the newer 
plantation areas of the world, such as Malaya, a class of poor 
whites has not appeared, but other groups have served the same 
buffer function. 


2. The plantation is an economic institution, an industrial 
dynamic exercised through agricultural rather than through 
manufacturing production. The economic dynamic is built into 
its geographic location, its territorial expansion, its authoritarian 
structure, and into the way it shapes the lives of its people. It is 
that aspect of the plantation which orients local interests and 
activities to the larger world of metropolitan markets outside. If 
the economy of the small farm is mediated by village and small 
town middlemen to larger markets, plantations look to met- 
ropolitan centers, originally abroad, where the prices of their 
staples are set, where credit is extended and capital is available, 
and where supplies are purchased. As suggested earlier, these 
services may be mediated by coastal city factors. When market 
demands extend beyond certain limits the organization of pro- 
duction into more specialized larger units is a likely probability. 
Plantation and other large-scale agricultural production units, 
like those of manufacturing industry generally, constitute a re- 
sponse to increasing outside demand. The internal organization 
of the plantation is a function of the external situation which 
includes not only its major market centers, but also its competi- 
tors in other parts of the world. This surely is one factor in the 
plantation owner’s effort to reduce the labor cost to its lowest 
point and to close off options that might otherwise attract his 
labor. 
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The economics of situations in which plantation enterprises 
develop enter powerfully into their labor requirements. Forced 
labor is labor required by the sole demands of another’s purpose, 
for objectives that the laborers may not understand. They are 
given a wage, at a place and a time, at a speed and under penal- 
ties for the infraction of rules, all determined by the will and 
interests of another. But in frontier situations of much land and 
scarce labor the alternative presented the planter is not free 
labor as against forced labor, but forced labor or no labor at all. 
An inspection of plantation experience historically and around 
the world indicates that planters generally have felt it necessary 
to turn to forced labor of one sort or another. 


3. The plantation is a political institution, that is, it is a minia- 
ture state or a submultiple of a larger state. The state is that 
supreme institution which exercises a monopoly on the use of 
force in a given territory. It is an outcome of what Teggart calls 
“politicization,” which originally and essentially, perhaps, is 
landlordization. In the process, a society based upon the family, 
the tribe, and the sacred ties of kinship is superseded by a ter- 
ritorial organization with ties that bind people to the soil, to an 
estate, and finally to a mother country. Not filial piety, but the 
common interests of people occupying a territory become the 
controlling principle; the sentiment of family and kinship may 
rise and fall or may fade completely, but common interests per- 
sist. 

One of the theories of the state which seem significantly to 
help us better understand the plantation as a political institution 
has been offered by Franz Oppenheimer. As qualified and sup- 
plemented by other scholars, the theory argues that the state 
arises with the subjection of one people by another resulting in 
the organization in the same territory of social and racial classes 
in addition to the usual age and sex divisions. The division of labor 
which existed between men and women in tribal society is ex- 
tended to the classes and races making up the state. The state 
is a state of classes. 

An early expression of the state in Northern Europe was the 
estate of the first of the Hohenzollerns on the German-Polish 
frontier of Prussia. Prussian nobles in the fifteenth century, de- 
prived of feudal warfare as a pastime, turned from fighting as a 
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profession to farming with subjugated Slavic peasants.4* The 
state, or estate, of Joachim II probably was much smaller in area 
than many plantations in the South and elsewhere. The sugges- 
tion is strong here that the inception and development of the 
plantation, like Joachim’s estate, bare the elementary processes 
that go into the making of the state itself. For the plantation, too, 
is an incident in the conquest, settlement, and exploitation of an 
invaded territory. Its chief of state, the planter, may exercise 
almost complete authority or acquire immunities from the laws 
of the larger state of which he becomes a part. There are and 
have been plantations with their own jails, police, coinage, rules 
and regulations, chains of command, and systems of rewards and 
punishments extending beyond the hiring and firing practices of 
modern industry. In the Old South, letters of absentee planters 
defining and limiting the powers of resident overseers might be 
regarded as something approaching constitutions.*4 Plantation 
workers have been slaves, indentured servants, contract labor- 
ers, sharecroppers, as well as workers subject to control over food 
and water supplies. The hallmark of their condition is obedience 
whether induced by compulsion, custom, habit, or even rever- 
ence. 

In his classic study H. J. Nieboer 4° shows that slavery and other 
forms of forced labor are never merely symbiotic relations be- 
tween one human animal and another. They are utilitarian rela- 
tions, but they also are much more. Each form has to be under- 
stood in the context of a cultural or institutional order of society. 
In the Old South slavery and the forms of labor control that 
preceded and followed it become intelligible only in the context 
of that institution, the plantation, which was called into being in 
the first place by the chronic and persistent demand for labor. 

The plantation represents one type of situation in which the 
labor problem and the race problem meet. To sanction and to 
rationalize a political order some kind of myth is invariably gen- 
erated, and in plantation societies generally this tends to take the 
form of a belief in inferior and superior races. Race is a form of 
biological thinking. Some degree of biological thinking, that is, 
a disposition to account for behavior as an expression of some- 
thing inborn and biologically inherited, is perhaps present in 
everyone, but in certain situations where strangers are brought 
together such a disposition may be carried to the extreme. The 
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myth or idea of race is such an extreme expression of biological 
thinking and may become part of the culture itself, a part of the 
reality it is meant to describe. It may become not only a classifica- 
tory but also a normative idea giving the structure of a society 
a rigidity it would not otherwise have. It is generated out of the 
teeming world of change and falls back into a situation where 
it is recognized and found useful. The plantation society that 
developed in the South is an example. There are others. But 
plantation societies, seeking to legitimize themselves and to jus- 
tify the exercise of the power of one group over another, have 
at times and places become the very bastions of the idea. It is 
an amorphous idea to begin with, but one sometimes elaborated 
into an ideology whose biological foundations are secondary. Its 
political and social advantages to the controlling classes, how- 
ever, are anything but secondary. It is an idea which operates 
to insure a high degree of consistency and stability of class and 
status levels. It is an idea so deep and so pervasive as in certain 
societies, such as that of the South, to enter into the language 
itself and its assumptions, a part of the medium of communica- 
tion. 

In the South, the idea was born with slavery but it did not die ° 
with it; if anything it became more virile after Emancipation 
than before since the system then had to deal with its laboring 
class of another color now become increasingly mobile and com- 
petitive. The social game of the two major races, the game of 
imputing more and more behaviorial characteristics deemed 
congenitally rooted in each race, elaborated itself into a grand 
structure of believed-in differences. That structure now is top- 
heavy and in process of disintegration. 


4. The plantation is a cultural institution, that is, in time, if 
there is time, it achieves a distinctive “way of life’ common, up 
to a point, to all its members. The arms of the company in the 
metropolis, the laws of the larger state, even of the market, may 
be long, but none of these can reach out and completely deter- 
mine behavior and meanings on the estate itself. Each plantation 
as it matures carries on a double life, like a cell, one a dependent 
life in an extensive and complicated economic organism, and the 
other a quite independent and self-contained life. This is espe- 
cially true of plantations in the older New World areas such as 
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northeastern Brazil, the islands of the West Indies and the south- 
ern United States. There appears a strange combination of the 
worldly-wise and sophisticated at the upper levels of the social 
hierarchy and of the provincial at the lower levels. The upper 
level is concerned with events anywhere that enter into the 
pricing of the staple produced; the planter is the one most likely 
to keep up with and respond to the news of the larger world. The 
lower level ordinarily does not know or care what happens to the 
cotton or tobacco after these crops are gathered and leave the 
fields. Under the protective conditions of a high degree of physi- 
cal isolation, the settled year-round, often generations-long, com- 
munity establishes an individuality and a culture as a separate 
social unit. Life on it usually is intensely local. 

To isolate is normally to continue previously formed habits and 
customs. But when a new settlement begins as a collection of 
individuals drawn from widely diverse backgrounds, as is gener- 
ally true of plantation settlement and especially of New World 
slave plantation settlement, it becomes necessary to destroy in 
order to re-create. To break the wills and habits of others in the 
formation of a new institution, to redirect and maintain a new 
direction, requires a situation of isolation. The plantation, like a 
monastery or a military garrison, functions as an isolating mech- 
anism through which new habits and outlooks are fashioned. Not 
the least of these new habits is the sheer habit of living together. 
This is the kind of situation in which a new culture carried by 
a new people is generated, and the ultimate outcome is a culture 
in which activity is reduced to a routine, to a more or less dull 
but comfortable monotony, and to settled expectations. Thus we 
find, as we would expect to find, plantations each with its own 
tradition, its own notions of what is right and what is wrong, its 
own body of folk products such as stories, songs, proverbs, even 
sermons, and its own distinctive dialect.*® This is the plantation 
celebrated in popular fiction and in nostalgic literature. 

The plantation as a cultural institution and system is more than 
a political fabric. Both the antebellum and postbellum South 
often exhibited in the relations between the races the extremes 
of kindness on the one hand and of brutal cruelty on the other, 
and sometimes a strange combination of both. But normally rela- 
tions between all races and classes were governed by a customary 
ethic, by that kind of code which the Germans call Sittlichkeit, 


The Plantation: Background and Definition 39 


by what it is decent to do or not to do, the laws and morality 
notwithstanding. Occasionally it is actually in conflict with law 
and morality. Ordinarily it is not reflected upon; it is just ex- 
pected as a matter of second nature. It does not involve the 
application of force, it is not a matter of conscience, but it has, 
nevertheless, a compelling quality. Those who have attacked the 
Southern “way of life” have not recognized its presence, and it 
is so far beneath the level of public consciousness that Southern- 
ers, even in their best writings and oratory, have not been able 
to give it adequate expression, although this is what Mark Twain 
tried to do in Huckleberry Finn. 


XII 


Putting these four aspects of the plantation together, the insti- 
tution appears (1) as a way of settling and concentrating a popula- 
tion of mixed origins on a frontier, a broad and moving area in 
transition from a lower to, presumably, a higher form of civiliza- 
tion; (2) as a way of producing an agricultural staple for a met- 
ropolitan market within geographical limits fixed by the means 
of transport; (3) as a way of disciplining a population for labor 
under the authority of a planter; and (4) as an institution which 
develops in time through collective activity a distinctive style of 
life or culture. 

The plantation is a type of landed estate which survives under 
competitive frontier conditions; it has survival value in its strug- 
gle with the small farm and with other types of agricultural 
economies. Survival under these conditions is powerfully aided 
by the elaboration of a supporting system of other political, reli- 
gious, and educational institutions called a “plantation system.” 
To say that the plantation is a frontier institution is to say that, 
as finally organized, it is a transient institution and subject to a 
cycle of change as the frontier moves on, as population increases, 
as all qualified land is occupied and as new conditions of competi- 
tion emerge. We may continue to call it a plantation long after 
change has completely altered its constitution and it becomes 
another sort of latifundium or breaks down into a system of peas- 
ant proprietorships. It may pass into the hands of a man of wealth 
in the city who expects to support the estate rather than be 
supported by it. He may evict its lower level people and trans- 
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form the property into a hunting preserve or into a dude planta- 
tion supported by tourists. Each of these changes has somewhere 
occurred and others are in prospect. 

In its final stage, the plantation becomes an invisible and 
ghostly, but no less real, institution. It now is a state of mind and 
not a body of people and statistics; it is a way of acting and 
believing not yet outlived. In the larger society it leaves a heri- 
tage, a set of norms for those who would affirm and conform to 
them as well as for those who would deny and rebel against them. 
Even at those points where men in modern societies feel the 
plantation mind most alien, it is necessary to understand present 
behavior and attitudes in terms of what went before. The heri- 
tage helps us better understand today’s white and black Ameri- 
cans, especially those of Southern origin, those who remain on 
the land in the South as well as those who live in the counter 
plantation culture of black ghettoes in the cities. All of us are both 
beneficiaries and victims of that heritage. 

Looking back over my effort to identify the plantation and its 
system, especially in the South, I am conscious of the fact that 
the institution was a somewhat different thing as it evolved 
through cumulative changes over time. These changes add to the 
difficulties of definition. In the perspective of the past we can 
now see an institution moving inevitably from stage to stage 
which the people involved in it at the time could not see or 
foresee. There resulted an order of society not contemplated by 
those who brought it about, which was in fact often contrary to 
the motives and interests that at different times actuated them. 
That order of society was the result of human action, to be sure, 
but not of the execution of any human design. Men collectively 
seemed to stumble upon an establishment which later they ra- 
tionalized, defended, and even fought for as good. So it is with 
our institutions generally. 


The Plantation: A Chapter in the 
Natural History of the State 





The Big House in ruins: the passing of a symbol of continuity 


ele 


Mines and Plantations and the 
Movements of Peoples 


“The organization of the plantation is much like that of a coal 
mine” says J. Russell Smith while discussing the characteristics 
of the Red River country in northeastern Louisiana, northwest- 
ern Mississippi, and eastern Arkansas. ! The opening up of new 
and highly profitable veins of ore containing silver near Athens 
during the time of Pericles marked the beginning in Attica of 
hard industrial slavery. Of it Zimmern says: “It will be noticed 
at once how very closely this labour-system corresponds to the 
conditions with which we have already become acquainted on 
the tropical plantations.” ? In these silver mines some 20,000 
slaves, “living instruments,” were employed either above or be- 
low ground. Work went on without interruption night and day 
to produce “almost the only article for which there can be said 
to have been an international market and an unlimited de- 
mand.” * These observations suggest why the large commercial 
mine and the plantation have built up similar reputations. 

The large commercial mine and the plantation, one supplying 
industry with energy resources and the material for its machin- 
ery and tools, and the other supplying tropical foods and agricul- 
tural nonfood staples for manufacture, are interregional and fre- 
quently world-wide in the extent of their economic relations. It 
is within the context of the world community and its economic 
and geographical co-ordinates that these two institutions can best 
be studied and compared. They both specialize in the production 
of acommodity which is sold on a wide market. They characteris- 
tically use imported, or at least, labor introduced from some 


SOURCE American Journal of Sociology, XXXVII, January 1932, pp. 603-611. 
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distance rather than indigenous labor. The special dependence 
which imported labor has upon the providence of the employer 
subjects it, perhaps even in the face of liberal legislation, to some 
degree of compulsion greater than that applied to native or 
“free” labor. All the way from slavery to vaguely felt and unde- 
fined “forced” labor, the mine and the plantation tend to get 
similar reputations with respect to the status of their labor forces. 
It is this similarity of reputation which invites a comparison and 
contrast of these social institutions. 

This paper is limited to a consideration of some factors con- 
cerning the mine and the plantation which relate to the funda- 
mental problem of human ecology, the problem of the distribu- 
tion and redistribution of population. It is not, in and of itself, the 
distribution of mineral resources or of plant life which is impor- 
tant in human ecology. What is significant is the extent to which 
human association with minerals, plants, and animals in the effort 
to control them for human use effect a changing integration and 
selective distribution of people upon the earth. To this end let 
us consider first the mine. 

The formation of mineral resources is so slow that supply, once 
exhausted, cannot naturally be renewed in the lifetime of the 
human race. The operation of a mine takes from it its capital 
value. One of the most important things to be observed about 
the mine is its fixed location. The factory may shift its location 
as great a distance as from New England to North Carolina but 
the location of the mine is fixed by the limited distribution of the 
mineral resources. This means that certain important links in the 
skeletal framework of the community—the area over which 
there is competitive cooperation—will be furnished by the distri- 
bution of minerals. 4 It is important to note that the distribution 
of mineral resources bears little relationship to other elements 
in the environment such as climate, soil, land forms, etc. Yet 
these factors, if they do not affect their distribution, are highly 
important in production. Say Jones and Whittlesey: 


. . the cost of production at the mine varies with climate. Where 
minerals are found in regions having a climate unsuitable to the hard 
physical exertion common to most mining, the miners demand high 
wages, or short shifts, and in some cases labor must be drawn from 
population groups which are acclimated. In the numerous mines of the 
Andean Plateau, only natives, whose lung capacity is large, can work 
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hard in the high altitudes; the tin mines of Malaya are manned by 
natives or by coolies from the warmer parts of China. Less direct, but 
just as potent, is the effect of climate on the food supply. Wherever a 
mining district lies in a region of climatic extremes, the production of 
foodstuffs is restricted or precluded. This necessitates importation of 
food, and the cost of transportation must be added to the price of the 
mineral for the sake of which the people are abiding in the wilderness. 
The short growing season of high latitudes makes it necessary to haul 
food long distances to the coal mines of Spitzbergen or the gold mines 
of the Yukon; the low temperature of high altitudes, such as the Andean 
Plateau, has the same effect, relative nearness to food-producing re- 
gions being offset by the high cost of transport over steep slopes. Scar- 
city of rainfall trammels mining operations. Deep wells or long and 
costly aqueducts may be necessary; in the nitrate desert of Chile and 
the diamond mines of Southwest Africa, water must be imported in 
ships or distilled from sea water. ® 


The cost of transporting bulky minerals, especially the prime 
minerals of industry, accounts, the natural environment permit- 
ting, for the displacement of populations toward them tending 
to create large population centers. “If the mountain will not 
come to Mahomet, Mahomet must go to the mountain.” But the 
fixed and unequal distribution of other minerals makes necessary 
their transportation to the centers. 


The transportation of minerals to regions populous and progressive 
enough to use them is a serious problem in many cases, for rich deposits 
are as likely to occur in out-of-the-way places as in well-settled regions. 
Thus coal is found in Spitzbergen and the Middle Rockies, gold on the 
Yukon, in South Africa, and in desert Australia, copper in the desert 
mountains and plateaus of Western America, nitrates in the barren and 
remote low latitude desert of Western South America, and iron, copper, 
silver, nickel and arsenic in the ice-scoured Laurentia. ° 


“Rich deposits are as likely to occur in out-of-the-way places 
as in well-settled regions.” Well-settled regions are regions of 
well-settled movement. For a social group, like a person, devel- 
ops habits of movement which become routine. “Movements of 
men, like those of fluids,” says A. C. Haddon, “take the line of 
least resistance, flowing, as it were, in channels or open areas 
bounded by barriers.” ” The easier movements over lines of least 
resistance become habitual and customary and the society tends 
to become static. “Its members may be said to have locomotion — 
but not mobility. They do not move on highways, but along 
‘routes.’ ” § Now it is adventure and exploration that direct move- 
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ment away from its ordinary paths and make new ways. These 
new movements become most significant when they are fol- 
lowed up, for then new points are brought into customary rela- 
tions with other points and the activities of the community are 
to some extent reorganized and widened. ° As much as anything 
else, perhaps, has man’s desire for minerals, especially gold and 
silver, forced him away from beaten paths and made him a geo- 
graphical pioneer. Tropical luxuries he may obtain by barter 
from natives along the coast or he may organize production in 
places accessible to his ships, but to the mine he must build 
railways and solve the engineering problems involved. 

These new custom-breaking ways result from the fixed location 
of mineral resources and man’s unceasing efforts to effect a better 
integration between them and the oceans, the world’s natural 
highways of commerce. It follows from the fact of fixed location 
that there is little room for competition with the countries pos- 
sessing monopolies of specific minerals. South Africa is said to 
have about 50 per cent of the world’s gold and 60 per cent of 
the supply of nickel. The exercise of such monopolies may lead 
to excessive prices, or lowered consumption, or both. If the sup- 
ply is actually limited the world is at the mercy of the producing 
country, for it is obvious that mines cannot be located except 
where the minerals are to be found. In such cases competition 
is possible only from substitutes as of aluminum or tinware. 

Not only is the mine a fixed point in the structure of the com- 
munity, a nodal point in a sensitive vibrating economic system, 
but it functions as a more or less fixed division of labor. So long 
as it continues to operate in the community, it supplies one prod- 
uct or none at all. In times of depression there is no talk of 
diversification. Its operation maintains and insures division of 
labor in the community whose market it supplies. !° Its own 
division of labor throbs unchanged and continuous, but at vary- 
ing rates of intensity, throughout the interdependent world. This 
is why production of the more important mineral resources, such 
as coal, iron, and copper, is so useful an index of the prosperity 
of the community, that is, of the extent to which its parts and 
members are integrated. !! 

The fact that continuous cultivation of the soil tends to exhaust 
such chemical ingredients as phosphorus and nitrogen which 
plants need for growth, thus requiring the use of commercial 
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fertilizers, is evidence that agriculture has a certain kinship with 
mining and that the two cannot be absolutely divorced. Never- 
theless there are fundamental differences. Agriculture, as con- 
trasted with mining, produces a seasonal crop. Relatively speak- 
ing, the agricultural crop is continually reproduced by man. 
Capital is kept intact and an income derived from it. 

Now plant life, unlike a mineral resource, is closely related to 
factors in the physical environment such as climate, soil waters, 
rainfall, etc., and the natural distribution of the various forms of 
plant life will be limited to the areas where the combination of 
environmental factors makes sustenance possible. This does not 
mean that any certain form of plant life will be found growing 
everywhere that conditions for growth are favorable, but it is 
certain that such plant life will not be found where conditions 
are unfavorable. It does mean, however, that within the limits 
imposed by the natural environment, plant life, unlike mineral 
resources, can be distributed by human agencies to suit the con- 
venience of consuming populations. 

The plantation is one form in which agriculture is organized 
for production. It differs from the manor in that production is 
specialized rather than diversified and self-sufficing. It tends to 
differ from the family farm in the scale of its operations and in 
the impersonality of its human relations. When it loses specializa- 
tion and impersonality it becomes something like the manorial 
institution. Again, plantations may be said to be instituted at 
points along the community’s frontier, sometimes with almost 
catastrophic suddenness. !? It is, for this reason, a settlement in- 
stitution, an end-point of human migration. Latifundia, by con- 
trast, arise with the consolidation of smaller farms; they emerge 
out of the interaction of economic factors in the community at 
a certain stage of its evolution and result in the uprooting of rural 
people from the land. 

Minerals must be mined where they are to be found, but capi- 
tal can call into existence a plantation to produce a salable com- 
modity at lowered cost and have a wide range of choice in the 
selection of the site. The case of rubber will illustrate. Before 
about 1900 most of the world’s supply of rubber came from wild 
Hevea trees in the deep interior of Brazil. The high cost of trans- 
porting the raw rubber to Para on the coast together with the 
high export taxes exacted by the government was a considerable 
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part of the ultimate price paid by the consumer. With the rise 
of the bicycle and later the automobile industries an increasing 
demand for rubber led to attempts to lower the cost of produc- 
tion and win the market. In 1876 Hevea plants were taken to 
Ceylon where their cultivation was begun on the estates. Since 
about 1900 plantation production has spread to Netherlands 
India, Malaya, Borneo, India, Burma, French Cochin-China and 
other places in the Far East. In the competition certain advan- 
tages seemed to be held by Malaya with the result that this region 
rapidly became the world’s most important rubber-growing area 
increasing from a bare 100 tons produced in 1905 to over 200,000 
tons in 1922. !* Transportation from these areas is both easy and 
inexpensive thus rendering rubber more accessible to the rest 
of the world. There are, of course, many other factors involved 
in the transfer of the center of rubber production from Brazil to 
the Far East, but this one of greater accessibility must be reck- 
oned as highly important among them. Thus with plantation 
agriculture, areas may be made to produce plants not originally 
indigenous to them in competition with other areas where such 
plant life grows in the wild state. 

It is, for this reason, more difficult for a country to maintain 
an agricultural monopoly than to maintain one over a mineral 
resource. In 1924, India controlled about 99 per cent of the 
world’s jute, and, with Ceylon, about 70 per cent of its tea, but 
attempts to exploit such monopolies would certainly have spread 
production to other areas. The failure of coffee valorization in 
Brazil and of the effort made by British growers to control the 
price of rubber will come to mind in this connection. 

Competition in the realm of plantation products is usually lim- 
ited to similar climatic zones over the world. Bananas may be 
grown under hot-house conditions in Canada, but not profitably. 
Canada, then, is not in a position to compete successfully with 
Nicaragua, but Puerto Rico is. The development of the sugar beet 
has shown, however, that not all tropical plantation agriculture 
is secure against competition from northern lands. Nor is it se- 
cure against competition from the chemical laboratory as has 
been shown in the case of indigo and may again be shown in the 
case of rubber. But, on the whole, the competition of plantation 
products is limited to areas possessing similar physical conditions 
favorable to the special forms of plant life. 

The tobacco plantation, and later plantations of indigo, rice, 


Mines and Plantations and the Movements of Peoples 49 


etc., were the first specialized industries in North America. As 
they became more specialized their position of dependence 
helped to call into existence other specialized and supporting 
industries and areas. Both beef ranches in the West and labor 
ranches in Africa supplied it with necessities. Then came speciali- 
zation in horses in Kentucky, mules in Missouri, wheat in the 
West, and manufacturing in New England. Specialization de- 
mands more specialization. Nevertheless, the plantation’s divi- 
sion of labor is not as determined as that of the mine. In periods 
of depression or overproduction it may diversify its products 
enough to feed its operating force without discontinuing opera- 
tions. In plantation areas, such as cotton, there is a continuous 
swing in the direction of greater specialization and then back 
again toward some diversification. 

Intermediate between mine and plantation, in certain re- 
spects, is the forest. As the natural distribution of the virgin forest 
is cut, or virtually mined, it recedes farther and farther away from 
consuming centers. Production and transport costs mount. There 
is agitation for conservation, then for reforestation. When the for- 
est is planted and treated as a crop, !4 it is subject to competi- 
tion with other crops for standing room. In this geographical 
competition it is probable that the location, or position, of the for- 
est will, within physical limitations, tend to be determined, as 
the location of other crops is determined, by its market rela- 
tions. 

Within natural limitations our growing control over all plant 
and animal life is leading either to their extinction or to their 
geographical distribution after a more rational than natural pat- 
tern of usefulness to the human community. In a plant commu- 
nity the dominant species are trees, and the symbiotic relations 
of other species are organized with reference to them. In the 
“web of life” of the aggregate plant, animal, and human commu- 
nity, man is, in the language of the plant ecologist, the dominant 
species. “As the dominant species he controls the environment 
to such an extent as to determine what other species may live 
in the community.” !> In this inclusive plant, animal, and human 
community the culture of all plants and animals is more and 
more organized with reference to man. But as agriculture and 
horticulture find their regional locations in our competitive 
scheme of things they distribute their human caretakers with 
them. 
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Comparative Education in Colonial 
Areas, with Special Reference to 
Plantation and Mission Frontiers 


We already are familiar with some of the more general and 
objective facts concerning white and Negro educational oppor- 
tunities in the South. These facts are often and strikingly ex- 
pressed in terms of the money spent in our biracial system of 
education. Thus it is pointed out that the average expenditure 
for every pupil throughout the nation in 1930 was $99.00. The 
average expenditure for white children in the South was less than 
half this amount, or $44.31, while the average expenditure for 
Negro children was only $12.57, or about one-fourth that for 
southern white children and about one-eighth that for the aver- 
age of the United States. Those southern states with large Negro 
populations, where the average pupil in a rural school comes 
from a tenant family, show even greater discrepancies. In 1930 
Georgia spent an average of $35.42 for each white child and 
$6.38 for each Negro child. Mississippi, with half her population 
Negro and more completely dominated by the plantation system 
than any other state, ! spent more for her white children than 
did Georgia ($45.34 per child) and less for her Negro children 
($5.45 per child). 2 

More important than these figures (and many more might be 
offered) are the attitudes in the southern social situation which 
they represent and presumably measure. All such statistics must 
be understood in the context of southern culture. A comparison 
of southern culture with American culture as seen, for example, 


SOURCE In Charles S. Johnson (ed.), Education and the Cultural Process, 
University of Chicago Press, 1943, pp. 82-93. 
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by Clark Wissler may serve to suggest some of its essential fea- 
tures. After comparing American culture with the cultures of 
other societies, Wissler tells us that its dominant characteristics 
may be condensed into three sets of ideas and beliefs which, he 
says, actuate the American people. These are mechanical inven- 
tion, universal suffrage, and mass education. * Now if the complex 
of these characteristics defines the American culture, then his- 
torically the South has not been a part of it, or at least has been 
only marginal to it. In fact, the South has differed so radically 
from the rest of the United States that it became, by the time 
of the Civil War, culturally and economically almost a separate 
nation. The establishment of the Confederacy was intended to 
give these cultural and economic facts a more complete constitu- 
tional sanction. 

American culture is and has been characterized “by a great 
emphasis upon mechanical devices.” Southerners have imported 
and used these devices in increasing degree, to be sure, but the 
“amiable American hobby” of tinkering with machinery has 
been so little an integral part of southern life that a mechanical 
cotton mill is still regarded by many as a “fotched-in contraption” 
alien to its traditions. Economic opportunities in the North have 
offered a constantly increasing variety of ways of earning a liveli- 
hood, whereas the South, until relatively recently, has offered 
only one, agriculture, and that, a particular kind of agriculture. 
The mechanization of southern agriculture has, in recent years, 
expanded rapidly, but traditionally the southern plantation has 
operated mainly with hand labor and with only elementary tools 
and machines. Negroes particularly have been outside the 
American mechanical tradition. 

Industry in the South, and especially the textile industry, was 
originally developed by local interests in a sort of crusade to 
provide opportunities for poor whites. It came with the recogni- 
tion that the section had a poor-white as well as a Negro problem, 
and it was sponsored as a program for the solution of that prob- 
lem. These white millworkers, recruited from rural areas, have 
continued to speak the language and carry the mental images of 
the farm. Control of the industries in which they work has largely 
passed to outside interests; and these interests have succeeded, 
in large measure, only by bringing the operation of the factories 
into line with the paternalistic traditions of the plantation system. 
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Universal suffrage, or “the idea that what most of the people 
in the group approve will be as near to the correct solution as 
can be achieved for the time being,” is, according to Wissler, 
another dominant trait of the American culture. Years ago James 
Bryce, in The American Commonwealth, likewise noted the dis- 
position of the American people to refer every question to the 
arbitrament of numbers, confident that the people are sure to 
decide right in the long run. In the South, however, the mores 
have largely nullified the ideal of universal suffrage, which has 
been regarded as something imposed upon a defeated people by 
the northern victor. Since the rise of the southern white democ- 
racy the ballot box has become a symbol of class stratification 
based upon color. Recent southern opposition to the abolition of 
poll taxes serves to show that the old attitude toward suffrage as 
a Class privilege and not as a procedure for the democratic deter- 
mination of policy continues to possess considerable strength. 
The meeting and settling of all issues by means of the ballot has 
never been the practice in the South. In the United States rule 
by just one majority group occurs only in this section; elsewhere 
the membership of the majority changes from one issue to an- 
other. As far as the South is concerned there are two reasons for 
this. One is the presence in this region of an authoritarian tradi- 
tion stemming from the planter aristocracy and woven into the 
general class and racial situation. The second reason is that the 
issues that appear as problems elsewhere in the nation have not 
been regarded as problems in the agrarian and feudal order of 
this region where they are settled in the mores. 4 Consequently, 
a large part of the southern population, including the greater 
part of the Negro population, has not been accustomed to resort 
to the ballot to change those conditions which constitute prob- 
lems elsewhere but which in the South have been taken for 
granted as if they were a part of the order of nature itself. 

American culture, Wissler continues, “is characterized by an 
overruling belief in something we call education—a kind of 
mechanism to propitiate the intent of nature in the manifestation 
of culture.” But formal mass education, even for whites, certainly 
has never been a completely integral part of southern culture. 
That it is not even now is shown by the figures on the money 
spent in the South’s educational system presented at the begin- 
ning of this paper. Upon an illiterate and agricultural laboring 
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population in the South has rested a planter and upperclass white 
population whose literacy probably originated or was maintained 
through the necessity for keeping in touch with the affairs of the 
market and the city and with political and economic conditions 
affecting the market. With a substantial income and leisure even 
an illiterate planter became concerned to give an education and 
a certain amount of “culture” to his children. But for those who 
have remained more or less outside the sphere of direct market 
relationships no great need for education has been felt. In the 
past, southern agriculture has required little above a uniform 
grade of unskilled labor, subject to routine tasks, shaped to 
change on the basis of contingency alone, and one which was not 
required consciously to assume the risks incident to selling in a 
foreign market. As a result, education has not appeared to these 
classes as a necessity or as something having survival value, but 
merely as something which conferred status, and often a rather 
dubious status at that. For in the folk mind there was the general 
conviction that book learning only muddled up thinking and that 
ordinary gumption and common sense were sufficient for what- 
ever problems men had to face. And to the planters and employ- 
ers of labor an educated peasantry has seemed no more advanta- 
geous than an uneducated one. 

The numerous towns and villages which, from the very begin- 
ning of settlement, formed a nucleus for the small farms of New 
England and provided favorable soil for public school education 
found no historical parallel in the South. Here, after the Civil 
War, towns and villages began to appear in greater numbers with 
the partial disintegration of the plantation system. The southern 
public school movement, which accompanied the rise of towns 
and villages, represented in part an adjustment to a new set of 
economic and social needs in a changed situation. It assumed the 
character of a crusade led by devoted idealists charged with 
pathos for the illiterate and benighted and urged on by unfavora- 
ble comparisons with the more advanced North and West. The 
crusade resulted in notable progress in attaining a more funda- 
mental educational process, but, as in the educational crusades 
of Japan and Soviet Russia, much of the alleged advance has 
turned out to be spurious when the amount of rote learning it 
produced is considered. Learning by rote has become not only 
a fact but something of a tradition, especially in the rural white 
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and Negro schools of the South.® The reason is that southern 
society, unlike a society such as that of Denmark, has not been 
the kind of society in which separate institutions designed for the 
instruction of the children of the masses were required for the 
integration of economic and political life. This is ceasing to be 
true, but the tendency from Colonial days to the present has 
been to regard the public school, and especially the Negro school, 
like the cotton mill, as a “fotched-in contraption.” The schools 
have been tolerated and maintained by being brought into line 
with the class and racial traditions of the plantation system. 

Accompanied by a friend, I once attended a rally at a Negro 
school in a Texas community. The white city-school superinten- 
dent of this community was a Scotchman from North Carolina. 
The rally had been organized by the colored principal acting 
under orders from the white superintendent, who, while making 
a speech, pointed his finger at the colored principal and said, “TI 
told him if he didn’t bring this school into line I would find me 
another principal.” The setting was in a school building and there 
was no cotton or tobacco to be seen, but my friend and I agreed 
on our way home that the superintendent seemed to run the 
school as if it were a plantation and to regard the principal, the 
teachers, and the pupils as the planter regards his tenants and 
laborers. There was no ill will, and the superintendent seemed 
to have the welfare of the school at heart; but the pattern of 
control was the pattern of the plantation. 

It should be evident from all this that we have to understand 
education, like almost everything else in this region of the United 
States, in the light of a cultural situation which is southern and 
not American if we accept Wissler’s analysis of American culture. 
And it would seem that behind whatever differences there are 
in the southern situation lies that very quintessence of southern- 
ism, the plantation, an institution which long has ceased to be 
merely a large estate on which cotton or tobacco is grown but 
one which, like Christian Science, has become a state of mind. 
Within the structure of this institution and the system which has 
grown up around it the positions of both white and Negro educa- 
tion have been assigned along caste lines. 

The institution of the plantation, as it developed in the South 
and in other colonial areas around the world, was originally and 
has continued to be a type of economic enterprise very unlike 
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those other economic enterprises that developed in the laissez 
faire capitalism that succeeded feudalism in Europe. Unlike the 
“free” labor of capitalistic Europe—that is, labor free to seek and 
to change employers—plantation labor was sought, moved, set- 
tled, and controlled by employers. In different plantation socie- 
ties the control has taken different forms, and in a single planta- 
tion society like that of the South the control has changed in form 
from indentured servitude and slavery to sharecropping. But 
always the form has served to emphasize the political, i.e., the 
authoritarian, character of the institution to a degree exceeding 
that of the economic enterprises of European and northern 
United States capitalism. 

The plantation represents one kind of political institution 
which develops at points of intercultural and interracial contacts, 
but in the course of the long history of such contacts on the part 
of migrating people there have been many other kinds of lati- 
fundia. The state itself, according to Oppenheimer ° and others, 
originated in just such situations. It would seem that the contact 
of peoples differing in race and culture nearly always results in 
some new institution, organized around the problems of control 
growing out of the new social relationships and furnishing a 
structure through which the motives and purposes of those who 
came to exploit the situation can in some measure be realized. 

Thus along the world’s frontiers have arisen such varied and 
interesting institutions of the land as haciendas, plantations, 
farms, missions, ranches, and the like. They are as varied and as 
interesting as are the immigrant institutions of the large city, but 
they cannot be passed in quick review by walking through forty 
blocks,” and so their range is not so apparent and comparison 
among them is not so easy. They are institutions of the land and 
of settlement, and, once established, they largely determine how 
people shall live on the land. But more important for our purpose 
here is the fact that they seem to lay bare the elementary proc- 
esses that go into the making of the state; in them the competi- 
tions and conflicts of racial and cultural groups living in the same 
territory are brought down to their most elementary terms. And 
as obvious and elementary as any, in the conquest and exploita- 
tion of a pioneer region, is the process whereby the land is alien- 
ated and its resources brought under the control of invading 
settlers, planters, missionaries, and the like. New land or settle- 
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ment institutions arise as an incident in the process of extending 
the range of the “political formation and economic exploitation” 
which Oppenheimer has conceived to be basic to state-building. 
The land changes hands, and those who come to possess it and 
to convert it to new and presumably higher uses subject those 
over whom they come to possess authority to new and stricter 
forms of discipline. To this end they make and enforce new rules 
and impose new conditions of life generally. The important point 
to be noted here is that the class which enforces the new arrange- 
ment is the same class which instructs in the new arrangement, 
not simply in order to indoctrinate but also to bring about a level 
of efficiency necessary to sustain it. 

Education in a homogeneous society is normally a process of 
inducting the maturing individual into the social heritage. It is 
thus, as Dewey has emphasized, essentially a process of renewal 
and growth without which the group would have no continuity. 
As the society becomes more complex, the process by which 
members educate one another through their daily contacts has 
to be supplemented and augmented by more formal instruction 
in separate educational institutions, but education continues to 
be a matter of transmitting a tradition from one generation to 
another. In a situation of racial and cultural contact, however, 
education becomes a matter of expanding a culture from one 
people to another; it becomes a part of the process of accultura- 
tion. In intercultural and interracial situations, where the culture 
of the dominant group is regarded as the standard, the members 
of the lower groups must learn things from the school which 
members of the dominant group are presumed to learn in the 
home, such as rules of hygiene and of conduct. Since the adults 
of the subordinate group are as illiterate in these matters as their 
children, education often begins with the adults before it reaches 
their children. In any case, the task of the elementary school for 
the subordinate population is much more important and much 
more difficult than that of the elementary school for the children 
of the dominant group. Incidentally, it is on the elementary- 
school level that the education of Negro school children in the 
South is weakest. 

The whole of European culture has never impinged equally 
upon the whole of a native culture. Since culture is carried in the 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, habits, and tools of particular in- 
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dividuals, European culture has worked upon native society 
through the medium of the purposes of trader, administrator, 
planter, missionary, etc. Because these purposes and programs 
get incorporated in plantations, trading factories, missions, and 
the like, the thought suggests itself at once that a comparison of 
the histories of these various colonial institutions, with attention 
to the role of education in each, might prove very rewarding. 
Students of southern education might in this way gain insight 
into and perspective toward the problems of education in a plan- 
tation society which might very well change our whole concep- 
tion of them. We might, for one thing, discover just how educa- 
tion grows up as a natural process, how it works, how it becomes 
formalized and ritualized, and just why and how it undergoes 
change. For such a purpose no other institution of the frontier 
seems to promise more than a study of the agricultural mission. 

Such a study is made all the more significant by the fact that 
the education of Negroes in the South has always had a certain 
missionary quality about it, even since the planter regained con- 
trol from the northern missionary. The schools of the Negro in 
the South, unlike their churches, have always been directed and 
controlled from outside their own ranks. Planter and missionary 
have held different and conflicting points of view, but both have 
assumed the necessity for outside and overhead control. 

In their most obvious and visible aspects the plantation and the 
agricultural mission appear quite similar. They both are large 
landed estates. They both rest upon an agricultural economy; and 
very often the mission, like the plantation, exports its products 
to foreign markets. They both import supplies from abroad. In 
both, the field labor is performed by a people different in cultural 
and ordinarily in racial origin from those who direct and manage 
the enterprise. The latter possess great authority, and the former 
may be legally or in effect slaves. But, similar as the two institu- 
tions are in their organization and in their natural interests, in 
their political and moral principles they are ideological antago- 
nists. Their very different histories and original purposes have, 
nevertheless, resulted in a similar phenomenon. 

The mission represents the working-out of motives and pur- 
poses inherent in religious proselytism. Implicit in such a religion 
as Christianity is the belief that it possesses a universal validity, 
a belief which imposes upon its followers the moral obligation 
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to transmit its precepts. This obligation takes an organized and 
concrete form in the person of the missionary, who, by definition, 
is committed to the propagation of his faith by teaching and 
persuasion. And, of course, the most obvious field for propagation 
lies among those people most completely outside the culture in 
which the religion originated. 

The pioneer missionary usually begins his work by carrying his 
message to the heathen in a direct manner. There is something 
typical in the picture of Charles William Eliot in early New Eng- 
land preaching with Bible in hand to the Indians in the snow. 
The Indians appeared interested in his strange behavior, at least 
for a while; but they did not know what he was talking about, 
and Eliot undoubtedly soon discovered that fact. When it is ap- 
parent that direct attempts at conversion avail little, then it is 
realized that conversion has to begin with civilization. Missionar- 
ies conceive of themselves as propagating a particular religious 
doctrine, but they are really propagating a culture. Usually com- 
ing from small communities, they soon begin to lose interest in 
their narrow religious doctrines and begin to interest themselves 
in the larger problems of cultural assimilation. What they finally 
seek to do is merely to educate. The immediate expression of the 
indirect method in missionary activity is a concentration upon 
agricultural, health, and domestic education as a solvent for the 
native’s physical and mental disabilities. 

There are subtle and unexpected adjustments to be made, too, 
in the missionaries’ social relations with the heathen. What these 
are and how they arise is naively revealed in a letter written by 
Mrs. Lucy Thurston, wife of one of the pioneer missionaries to 
the Hawaiian Islands, to a friend in Boston in the year 1835. The 
letter was occasioned by the necessity for explaining to their 
supporters back home why the missionaries in Hawaii kept na- 
tive servants in their households. 


. In our own house we have the various classes of master and 
mistress, of children, and of household natives. There is a native family 
attached to our establishment, whose home is a distinct house in our 
common yard. They give us their services. One man simply cultivates 
taro, two miles up the country, and weekly brings down a supply of the 
staff of life for ourselves and our dependents. Another man every week 
goes up the mountain to do our washing. . . . In like manner a third 
man, who under the old dispensation, officiated as priest to one of their 
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gods, now, under a new dispensation, with commendable humility, 
officiates as cook to a priest and his family. Then, aid in the care of the 
house, of sewing, and of babyhood, devolves upon female hands. 

We commenced mission life with other ideas. Native youth resided 
in our families, and so far as was consistent, we granted them all the 
privileges of companions and of children. Not many years rolled on, and 
our eyes were opened to behold the moral pollution which, unchecked, 
had here been accumulated for ages. I saw, but it was parental respon- 
sibilities which made me so emphatically feel the horrors of a heathen 
land. I had it ever in my heart, the shafts of sin flying in every direction 
are liable to pierce the vitals of my children. . . . 

I reviewed the ground on which I stood. The heathen world were 
to be converted. But by what means? Are missionaries with their eyes 
open to the dangers of the situation, to sit conscientiously down to the 
labor of bringing back a revolted race to the service of Jehovah, and 
in doing so practically give over their children to Satan? . . . I could 
see no alternative but that a mother go to work, and here form a moral 
atmosphere in which her children can live and move without inhaling 
the infection of moral death. . . . The first important measure was to 
prohibit them altogether the use of the Hawaiian language, thus cutting 
off all intercourse between them and the heathen. This, of course, led 
to the family regulation, that no child might speak to a native, and no 
native might speak to a child, babyhood excepted. This led to another 
arrangement, that of having separate rooms and yards for our children, 
and separate rooms and yards for natives. The reason for this separation 

. . was distinctly stated to household natives. . . . We are willing to 
come and live among you, that you may be taught the good way; but 
it would break our hearts to see our children rise up and be like the 
children of Hawaii. .. . 

Dear Mrs. Bishop, who was laid in her grave six weeks before the 
arrival of the reinforcement, longed exceedingly to see and give them 
a charge from her sick couch. The purport of it was this: “Do not be 
devoted to domestic duties. Trust to natives, however imperfect their 
services, and preserve your constitutions.” I needed no such warning, 
for I had learned the lesson by my own sad experience, and when, after 
years of prostration, I was again permitted to enjoy comfortable health, 
I availed myself of the aid of natives for the accomplishment of such 
domestic duties as they were capable of rendering. . . . For as one of 
our physicians told me, “You may as well talk of perpetual motion, as 
to think of performing as much labor here as you could have done by 
remaining in America.” 

As to the effects produced upon natives thus employed in our fami- 
lies, they have more intelligence, more of the good things of this life, 
more influence among their fellows than they could otherwise possess; 
and numbers of them, I doubt not, will be added to that great company, 
which no man can number, redeemed out of every kindred, and 
tongue, and people, and nation. ® 
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A planter’s wife in early Virginia might easily have written an 
almost identical letter to a friend in England. 

Lind has shown the close affinity between the mission and the 
plantation in the development of the Hawaiian Islands. The early 
competition between them merely evidenced “the fundamental 
affinity between them.” Later they joined forces “in urging the 
transition from the native system of land tenure to one more in 
conformity with capitalistic principles.” The missionaries were 
among the earliest to foresee the commercial possibilities of 
sugar cane, especially after financial assistance from the home- 
land was terminated, as a means of supporting the missions and 
furthering the advancement of their parishioners. The mission 
estate of Father Bond in Kohala formulated a fixed set of rules 
for the government of its members. ° 

Protestant missions not only developed agricultural estates in 
the past but they maintain a large number of them at the present 
time, or did until recently, in the Orient, in Africa, in South 
America, and in the South Seas. In 1920 the International Associa- 
tion for Agricultural Missions was organized “to promote the 
interests of Christian agricultural work in all lands.” 

But the institution of the agricultural mission was carried to 
its most extreme development by missionary priests of the var- 
ious Catholic orders operating in what is now the southwestern 
part of the United States, in Latin America, and in the Philip- 
pines. Perhaps no other community in the world has been so 
greatly influenced by the agricultural mission as has Paraguay, 
in South America. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
the unmarried Jesuit priests in Paraguay, unlike the Protestant 
missionaries in Hawaii, did not encounter the problem of pro- 
tecting their children as they grew up among an alien popula- 
tion, but other forces in the situation established them as a class 
apart. However, their demonstration of success in the organiza- 
tion of agriculture, and the example of their own efforts and 
production, operated to set up links of influence and dependence 
between themselves and the natives: links which were not estab- 
lished forcefully or even consciously but which gave them pres- 
tige and then authority and power. 

When the power of the Jesuits extended far enough to make 
it possible, tribal life was forcefully broken up and the Indians 
were “reduced,” as the friars put it, to mission-village life. These 
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reductions grew up, Keller tells us, “in the wide regions rela- 
tively or totally unoccupied by Europeans.” !° In the missions the 
Indian charges were rigorously isolated from the world, and the 
missionary normally formed the only contact with the outside. 

Bourne gives us a picture of mission life and points out what 
the mission came to be. Under the increasing supervision of the 
friars, the Indians, he says, 


. were taught the elements of letters, and trained to peaceful, indus- 
trious and religious lives. In fact, every mission was an industrial school, 
in which the simple arts were taught by the friars, themselves in origin 
plain Spanish peasants. The discipline of the mission was as minute as 
that of a school: the unmarried youths and maidens were locked in at 
night; the day’s work began and ended with prayers and the catechism; 
each Indian, besides cultivating his own plot of land, worked two hours 
a day on the farm belonging to the village, the produce of which went 
to the support of the church. The mission was recruited by inducing 
the wild Indians to join it, and also by kidnapping them. Spanish 
America from California and Texas to Paraguay and Chile was fringed 
with such establishments, the outposts of civilization, where many thou- 
sands of Indians went through a schooling which ended only with their 
lives. In the process of time a mission was slowly transformed into a 
“pueblo de Indios” . . . . and the mission frontier was pushed out a 
little farther. 14 


When the mission in Latin America “had been included within 
the slowly expanding area of intercourse with the outside world,” 
as the market came nearer and the mission became more and 
more dependent upon it, it ceased to be a mission. Like the 
plantation, it was a frontier institution, and when the frontier 
passed on the mission went with it. But not before it had accom- 
plished a significant transformation in the culture of the Indians. 
It introduced new methods and standards of agricultural produc- 
tion, it taught new arts and crafts, and it left the Indians at least 
nominally Catholic in religion. However, in spite of the devoted, 
persistent, and strenuous efforts: of the priests, the mission left 
no high and lasting educational tradition. The literacy they pro- 
moted only led to the charge that the mission Indians had 
become mere apes and parrots incapable of progress and inven- 
tion when left to themselves. !? 

If the mission grew up out of a background of religious fervor, 
the plantation had its origin in northern European capitalism. A 
plantation was originally a migration, a transplantation of people 
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to overseas territory; and, in certain frontier areas capable of 
producing a staple crop for the European market, the migration 
passed over into an institutional structure for the production of 
the staple. The plantation type of migration became, in these 
areas, the plantation type of estate. Where this happened the 
migration was not composed of family, community, or congrega- 
tional groups intent on reproducing in the New World the 
agricultural economy of the Old. It did not, in other words, result 
in the kind of settlements that the Pilgrims made in New Eng- 
land or the Germans made in Pennsylvania and in parts of the 
South. The kind of migration which resulted in plantation estab- 
lishments, where they were economically possible, was a migra- 
tion made up of individual adventurers and traders seeking prof- 
itable investments. They did not come to make a home for their 
children or to convert the natives to Christianity, although these 
things occurred to them later. It is significant that, in the histories 
of the various plantation societies, the members of the initial 
planter class are recruited from the ranks of ship captains and 
traders. These are the sort of men who possess both capital and 
knowledge of investment opportunities in foreign places. They 
are likely to be unfamiliar with the folk agriculture of their home 
countries, and there is no reason why they should seek to re- 
produce it abroad. But an opportunity for profitable investment 
in new commodities of agriculture like tobacco, sugar cane, or 
rubber is in line with the commercial interests which they repre- 
sent. Hence it is that the virtues of these men are not those of 
niceness and scholarship but of resourcefulness and enterprise, 
and in the areas where they operate they are too busy opening 
up the country and profiting from the exploitation of its resources 
to concern themselves overmuch with the educational welfare 
of the general population. !* The South is that part of this nation 
where the planter has most profoundly impressed himself upon 
the form of society and where something of his original motives 
and attitudes persist. 

The concern of the missionary is for the educational and 
spiritual welfare of the natives, but the purpose of the planter 
to profit through the exploitation of land and labor leads or- 
dinarily to an unfavorable judgment of native workers. In planta- 
tion societies the native is invariably condemned as lazy and 
worthless. The remedy is not to improve him through education. 
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It is cheaper and far easier to turn to outside sources. Thus the 
planters of the South imported white indentured servants from 
Europe and then Negro slaves from Africa. The planters in Natal 
turned to India, and those in Hawaii to China, Japan, and the 
Philippines. It is a frequent observation that whereas the native 
is not a very satisfactory laborer in the land of his birth he is 
highly prized when he is transported to territory strange to him. 

With imported male or family-less laborers the control situa- 
tion changes in favor of the planter. It is easier to fit unattached 
individuals into their proper places in the organization of planta- 
tion work. They are encamped upon the land of the planter’s 
estate, held there, and prevented from scattering out over the 
territory generally. It is to prevent such dispersion in areas where 
there is free or waste land available that slavery, indentured 
servitude, contract labor, and other forms of forced labor arise. 

Up through this stage the plantation itself is a kind of school 
but not one formally and consciously organized for the purpose 
of teaching. Nevertheless, as Booker T. Washington said, “every 
slave plantation in the South was an industrial school. On these 
plantations young colored men and women were constantly be- 
ing trained not only as farmers but as carpenters, blacksmiths, 
wheelwrights, brick masons, engineers, cooks, laundresses, sew- 
ing women, and housekeepers.” !4 In Africa it was said that the 
“best school for the African is a good European estate.” !° 

The situation changes again when the importation of outside 
labor is interrupted. This happened in the New World when the 
African slave trade was shut off; it happened in Mauritius, in 
Natal, and in some of the islands of the West Indies when India 
refused to allow more of her people to emigrate as laborers to 
these plantation areas. Now it becomes necessary to find a new 
source of labor; and the new source is found in the children of 
the laborers, for in the meantime the mass of imported and 
assorted individuals have gradually organized themselves into 
family groups and have produced offspring. Born to the situation, 
the children tend to accept it without question; but their very 
presence introduces new problems of control and changes in 
plantation organization. 

It is when the plantation reaches this stage in its life-history, 
the stage of Creole or “home-grown” labor, that questions of 
positive educational policy begin to arise. In fact, this stage in 
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plantation development in different areas around the world is 
best studied in the materials on education in colonial areas be- 
cause of the close relation between labor control and educational 
policies. In the South, before about 1800, the idea of an education 
for Negroes was not rejected because it was not even enter- 
tained. Because some Negroes, however, had been gaining a sort 
of informal education through personal contacts with whites and 
because some of these Negroes, like the slave Gabriel in Virginia, 
were found plotting insurrections, laws were passed aimed at 
restricting educational opportunities for them. After the Nat 
Turner rebellion in 1831 legislation became even more repres- 
sive; yet in spite of the laws individual whites, especially pious 
women who believed that “everyone should know how to read 
the Bible,” !® continued to teach Negroes. 

As long as the children of the laborers are slaves like their 
fathers, as in the ante bellum South, the public educational policy 
is to discourage or prevent any formal education at all. “Of what 
use will education be to them if they get it?” is the question 
which appears to answer itself as far as planters are concerned. 
But where the children of the laborers are free, either by virtue 
of emancipation or because they do not inherit the legal compul- 
sion to work which operates against their fathers, the community 
is forced to accept the necessity for education in some form and 
to some degree. The question then becomes, “What kind and 
how much?” 

Since education is both an instrument of control in the hands 
of the planter class and a means of emancipation and status for 
the children of the laboring classes, it is easy to understand both 
the hopes and the fears of the employing classes when they first 
begin to yield the privilege of education. Stated briefly, the edu- 
cational policy of the planter class is to insure that the children 
of plantation laborers will remain plantation laborers. If educa- 
tion there must be, let it be an occupational education; but often 
this is not a solution from the point of view of the working-class 
members of the dominant race, for whom such an education may 
raise up dangerous competitors. 

To those upon whom it is urged, a vocational and occupational 
education is suspect, since it appears to lead to an intensification 
of occupational distinctions and to a society consisting of impene- 
trable caste strata. Since the status of the privileged class is as- 
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sociated with educational attainment in the sciences, the liberal 
arts, and the professions, it is natural for those at the bottom to 
be attracted to this kind of education, the kind of education 
which promises to lead them out of their traditional class into a 
higher one. The son of a plantation laborer in Hawaii, whose 
attitude seems typical, wrote as follows: 


My parents always told me to study hard and become a great man 
and not a cane field laborer, who had to go to work early in the morning, 
rain or sun, and work to late in the evening. They even said that they 
would buy anything for me if it is related to school. !7 


Regardless of the type of education, the appearance of the 
school at the stage of “home-grown” labor in the plantation’s 
history precipitates two problems. On the one hand, it defines 
child labor as a social problem, since child labor is any kind of 
labor that keeps a child away from school. The recognition of the 
large amount of child labor in the South as a social problem is 
a matter of recent history. Here, as in the West Indies and in 
South Africa, it has led to much discussion and an agitation for 
the primacy of the school over the demands of employers. 

On the other hand, the school tends to produce a white-collar 
class which the industrial and agricultural system does not ab- 
sorb. Even in the South the education of the Negro has devel- 
oped more rapidly than have his opportunities for wider partici- 
pation in economic and political life. It is in Hawaii, however, 
that the contest between the educational ambitions of the sons 
and daughters of the plantation laborers and the labor needs of 
the planters is most acute. In 1882 the first annual meeting of the 
Planter’s Labor and Supply Company defined the type of labor 
most ideal for plantation work with the statement: “The indus- 
trial condition of these Islands requires people as laborers who 
are accustomed to subordination, to permanency of abode, and 
who have moderate expectations in regard to a livelihood.” 38 

While the sugar industry was expanding, while times were 
prosperous and labor continued to be imported, education did 
not seem to be harmful. But, under the stress of a receding price, 
a growing burden of taxation, and a possibility that the supply 
of labor from the Philippines would be cut off, there developed 
the conviction that education makes people unfit for common 
plantation labor. The planters became outspoken for a funda- 
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mental change. They would place limitations upon the schools, 
and such schools as remained would serve merely as training 
grounds for plantation workers. In his address to the annual 
meeting of the Hawaiian Sugar Planters’ Association in 1925, the 
president of the association said: 


Why blindly continue a system that keeps a boy or girl in school at 
taxpayers’ expense long after they have mastered more than sufficient 
learning for all ordinary purposes, simply to enlighten them on subjects 
of questionable value; subjects on which they could as well enlighten 
themselves (if by any chance their inclinations tended in that direction) 
and at the same time, by entering some field of employment will, 
besides earning wages, be gaining experience and efficiency, and above 
all learn to appreciate the value of a dollar by working for it.. . . The 
solution as I see it, is that the taxpayer be relieved of further responsibil- 
ity after the pupil has mastered the sixth grade, or the eighth grade in 
a modified form. !% 


In Malaya, which developed rapidly into a plantation commu- 
nity during the past half-century, the British pursued the policy 
of educating principally for the needs of the planters. A few 
English schools were maintained to train an adequate supply of 
clerks; there were some vernacular schools for the natives and 
for the children of the Indian workers on the plantations; but the 
British were frankly opposed to “any ideal of education not ad- 
justed to local wants,” as it must inevitably “lead to economic 
dislocation and social unrest.” 2° 

A committee in Ceylon, appointed to inquire into the state of 
education in that colony, objected to a type of education which 
had done nothing more than to produce 


a class of shallow, conceited, half-educated youths who have learned 
nothing but to look back with contempt upon the conditions in which 
they were born and from which they conceive that their education has 
raised them, and who desert the ranks of the industrious classes to 
become idle, discontented hangers-on of the courts and the Public 
Offices. ?! 


Similar statements from other plantation areas might be of- 
fered, 22 but these are sufficient to show that the educational 
problems of the South are typically those of plantation societies 
generally. 

When the educational process in a plantation society is com- 
pared with that of a mission society, the conclusion suggests itself 
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that, whether formal education is promoted from above, as in the 
case of the mission, or whether it is demanded from below, as 
in the case of the plantation, it achieves no higher level than the 
needs of the situation require. And the situation is very much the 
same for both institutions. The great mission establishments of 
the past did not develop along every frontier where missionary 
work was carried on. They did not grow up in New England, for 
instance, even though the Congregational church there had a 
complete monopoly of the field. The great agricultural mission 
estates grew up in the same kind of areas where the plantations 
grew up and for very much the same reason—these were the 
areas that could grow the Kolonialwaren for which there was a 
ready market abroad. The fact that financial support from home 
for missionary activities in the Colonies was not expected to last 
forever faced every mission sooner or later with the problem of 
becoming self-supporting. Thus the aims of civilizing, educating, 
and converting and of finding means for self-support all came to 
coincide; and the result was to make the mission a large landed 
and agricultural estate. Where there was more land than there 
was labor to cultivate it, where there was a favorable market for 
the products of the land, the mission became very much the same 
sort of institution that the plantation became. One traveler who 
had seen both institutions thought that the lot of the Indian 
neophytes in the California missions differed very little from the 
lot of the Negro slaves on the West Indian sugar plantations. ° 

The two institutions have at times become so much alike that 
when found together they are in a condition of competition and 
conflict. In colonial Brazil, planter opposition to the Jesuits re- 
sulted in the forced withdrawal of the friars as the conviction 
grew that the missions “were simply competing plantations 
worked at merely nominal cost by converts adroitly turned into 
slaves.” 24 

To the permanent and fixed elements in the environment, 
elements of geography and climate, even conflicting ideologies 
tend eventually to make the same kind of adjustment. 

Education, like other aspects of culture, is a condition for the 
satisfaction of the elementary needs of individuals and of groups 
of individuals. Like intelligence, it is in considerable measure a 
response to a problematical situation that requires reflection and 
energy and struggle. The fundamental educational process is 
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therefore a kind of biological adaptation. As long as a group is 
at least maintaining its numbers at given standards it may be 
presumed to have an educational system commensurate with its 
needs. It may be that the people of the South have had about all 
the education they could use in the kind of world in which they 
have lived and competed. The situation, however, is changing 
radically. The star of the southern plantation is on the wane, and 
for the future a region of white and Negro small-farm holdings 
appears likely. To win their bread and protect their liberties in 
the new world of competition and conflict with others, the peo- 
ple of the South must gear their minds and hands to new levels 
of endeavor. New needs will bring—must bring—a new and 
more vital education. 


ese 


The Climatic Theory of 
the Plantation 


In a very general way the South may be regarded as that part 
of the United States where the planter has been the chief history- 
making personality—as that part of the Nation where the planter 
has most powerfully impressed himself upon the form of society. 
The planter is a representative of that class of individuals who 
historically have possessed the land as an incident of some form 
of conquest and put themselves at the head of political institu- 
tions based upon the exploitation of the land. The plantation 
arises as the personal “possession” of the planter, and it is from 
the standpoint of his interests that the course of its development 
is directed. It is first of all a unit of authority over people which 
comes to be defined and expressed in terms of territory. Hence 
the plantation is commonly understood as a relatively large 
landed estate. 

Plantations have never physically occupied the entire extent 
of the area known as the South, but in point of territory covered, 
the plantation society of the South is undoubtedly the largest the 
world has ever known. In addition to many other factors which 
have shaped the history of this society, the factor of sheer size 
alone has been a highly important one. The plantation society 
of the South has been big enough to have weight and mass and 
stability and to permit the development of a plantation “system” 
whose parts cooperated to maintain a certain type of agricultural 
economy and social organization. All other institutions within the 
South, like the family, the church, the school, and the state be- 


SOURCE Agricultural History, January 1941, pp. 40-60. 
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came parts of this system and supported it. Millions of people 
grew up within the system and accepted it because they knew 
no other and rarely if ever came into contact with ideas inconsist- 
ent with it. 

The South has not been alone in its plantation experience, but 
most of its students and writers appear to have written and spo- 
ken as if it had. Southern writers and spokesmen have been 
concerned chiefly with issues over which the South has been in 
conflict with the North and West. They have for this reason been 
led to contrast the institutions of the South with those of other 
sections of the United States to the point of acute consciousness 
of differences. An inevitable consequence of contrast is a height- 
ened sensitiveness to outside criticism and an attitude of justifica- 
tion and of defense. 

The existence of the plantation in other times and places, how- 
ever, provides a basis for comparative study which should im- 
measurably increase our knowledge not only of the institution 
itself but of similar societies which have been based upon it. 

Historically, there have been at least three important planta- 
tion epochs. The first was the ancient Carthago-Roman system 
which developed around the production of oil and wine. Labor 
was supplied by slaves captured in war.! The second developed 
in connection with the colonization and exploitation of the New 
World. It witnessed a rise of great tobacco, rice, sugar, indigo, 
and cotton plantations. These were based upon Negro slave labor 
imported from Africa. The third and contemporary plantation 
development has centered in the countries bordering the Indian 
Ocean and in many of the islands of the Pacific. The plantations 
in this area are manned by cheap coolie labor recruited from 
regions of closed economic resources in the Orient. These huge 
enterprises have brought plantation agriculture to a point of 
efficiency and importance not hitherto known. 

Aside from the plantation areas of the South the institution 
today controls the lives and destinies of millions of people in 
many other parts of the world. In the West Indies the remnants 
of an old colonial plantation system exist alongside the new and 
highly efficient plantations organized by American capital. In the 
Yucatan peninsula and throughout Mexico plantation estates are 
being broken down into small farms by the policy of the Car- 
denas government. The old coffee plantations of the highlands 
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and the newer banana plantations of the lowlands give several 
of the Central American states dual plantation societies in many 
respects very different from each other. The “mass agriculture” 
of the banana industry has in recent years transformed primeval 
jungles into active and thrifty plantation communities. In South 
America the Guianas, Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru 
each have plantation areas proximate to their coasts. Brazil wit- 
nessed the rise of the first plantation society in the New World, 
a society based upon the cultivation of sugar cane by means of 
Negro slave labor. Today, however, it is the coffee fazenda of 
southern Brazil which gives that country what is probably the 
second largest plantation area in the world. 

There are many important plantations in West Africa, notably 
in Liberia, but the outstanding plantation societies of that conti- 
nent range from north to south in the eastern half, in Natal, 
Mozambique, Zanzibar, Tanganyika, Kenya, and Anglo-Egyp- 
tian Sudan. About each of these societies there are special points 
of interest which would repay comparative study. Kenya, espe- 
cially since the first World War, has witnessed the rapid rise of 
an aristocracy of European landowners and the proletarianiza- 
tion of the native population. In Natal, an English planter class 
has developed the cultivation of sugar cane on large estates by 
the use of East Indian indentured labor and Bantu native labor. 
The clove plantations of Zanzibar are nominally owned by the 
once wealthy and all-powerful Arab planters. 

In Asia there are several very important plantation societies 
with commercial outlets on the Indian Ocean. Perhaps the oldest 
of these is found in the island of Ceylon where on several occa- 
sions the estates have had to respond to drastic changes in world 
market conditions by shifting to different agricultural staples. 
The tea plantation society of Assam also has had a very interest- 
ing and somewhat unusual history. One of the most important 
plantation developments of modern times is that connected with 
the production of rubber in the Malay Peninsula. When it was 
discovered in the first decade of the present century that this 
long, narrow tongue of land was excellently suited to the produc- 
tion of rubber, the jungle was quickly converted into industrial- 
ized forests of disciplined rubber trees. The estates of European 
planters and companies became points where many peoples of 
diverse race and culture came together. No less important are 
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the plantations in the Dutch islands of Java and Sumatra. Be- 
tween the plantations of these two islands there are interesting 
and significant points of comparison and contrast. In the Philip- 
pines, American capital has developed sugar plantations while 
the Japanese have organized the sugar industry of Taiwan into 
large producing units to meet domestic needs. Queensland, Aus- 
tralia, Fiji, and Hawaii are or have been the scenes of extensive 
sugar plantation enterprises. The plantation industry of Hawaii 
is especially significant for it has given the Territory one of the 
most heterogeneous populations in the world. 

It is obvious from this incomplete and hurried review of planta- 
tion societies throughout the world that they are numerous 
enough to provide the materials for a comparative and scientific 
account of the institution and of the societies founded upon it. 
Naturally we are most interested in the South, but it is a frequent 
experience of science that insight into the problems of a given 
situation is gained only by going outside that immediate situa- 
tion, and the widest and seemingly most irrelevant excursions are 
frequently the source of the most illuminating insights. It may 
be that the more we learn about other plantation societies di- 
rectly the more we shall learn about Southern society indirectly. 

The literature of plantations is extensive, but it is for the most 
part, historical rather than sociological. Historians and geogra- 
phers have given us most of our facts, but they have not con- 
cerned themselves with the formulation of any theory to explain 
the facts. Historians and geographers very properly insist on first 
depicting things as they are and then inferring generalizations 
secondarily if at all rather than setting up hypotheses and plung- 
ing at once into a search for principles and for common processes 
of change. 

The transformation of the unique events and the concrete facts 
concerning particular plantation societies which historians, geog- 
raphers, and others have given us into the generalizations of 
social theory begins with the asking of such questions as the 
following: ? What is a plantation? What are the determining char- 
acteristics of a situation in which the plantation is likely to arise? 
Under what conditions does it undergo change? Is there a charac- 
teristic cycle of change? Why does it continue longer in some 
areas than in others? When the plantation breaks down, what 
normally succeeds it? 
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It is obvious that answers to such questions as these, if there 
are answers, would not only give a better understanding of the 
history of the South and of other plantation societies, but might 
also contribute to any regional plan to guide and control the 
future of a plantation society. 

Insofar as general answers to any of these questions have been 
attempted, they have come, for the most part, from students of 
colonization and colonies. The reason for this is apparent. The 
study of colonies, as distinct from the study of a colony, invites 
comparison and classification. The most obvious characteristic of 
colonies lending itself to comparison is the economic basis of 
community life and, as Albert Galloway Keller, has said: 


agriculture is the only important primary form of the industrial organi- 
zation common to colonies of all latitudes and altitudes, and so the only 
criterion of classification of adequate generality, not to mention impor- 
tance.* 


Some colonies are so conspicuously dominated by plantation 
agriculture and others by small-scale farming that a classification 
on this basis follows naturally. Keller has mentioned other stu- 
dents of colonization besides himself who recognized at least 
these two types of colonies. Keller believes, however, that the 
postulation of other types requires a shift to criteria of discrimina- 
tion which are not common to all colonies. 

The principal interest in the writings of these students of colo- 
nization is not so much in the fact that they agree in recognizing 
the plantation and farm colonies as two fundamental types as it 
is in the theory which they claim accounts for the determination 
of the situation in which each type is likely to arise. The explana- 
tion implicit, if not explicit, in the works of most of these men 
is that climate is the determining factor in the situation. This 
explanation is either stated or assumed in the writings of such 
men as A. H. L. Heeren and Wilhelm Roscher in Germany, Paul 
Leroy-Beaulieu in France, and H. E. Egerton and Benjamin Kidd 
in England.* The most explicit statement of this point of view 
is by Keller: 


colonies are, at least in their beginnings, societies of relative simplicity, 
as yet unendowed with that accumulation of relationships, institutions, 
and so on, through which older human groups appear to have rendered 
themselves, to some extent, independent of natural conditions. If this 
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is admitted, either through conviction or as a working hypothesis, then 
it should be possible to construct a useful classification of colonial socie- 
ties upon the broader variations of the natural conditions to which they 
are or have been exposed. 

Of these conditions climate is, in the present case at least, the vital 
and determining one. It is usually so, carrying with it, as it does, so many 
other factors whose variations are correlated with its own; for instance, 
flora and fauna, including among the latter the microscopic fauna of 
disease. Climate, though itself varying in accordance with several fac- 
tors, and though it evades classification except by type, may still, for 
the purpose in hand, be broadly divided into tropical and temperate. 
But this distinction would be of no utility in classifying colonies, because 
too general, if these distinct types of climate did not condition the 
human struggle for existence in a manner so vital as to determine two 
distinct types of industrial organization, upon which in turn, as what 
follows is designed to show, there would regularly be developed two 
distinctly variant types of human society. Thus the classification based 
upon climate and attendant influences may be shifted over into a clas- 
sification based upon the type of the industrial organization. Anticipat- 
ing what is to follow, we should then distinguish the tropical and the 
temperate colony upon the ground of their common and basic occupa- 
tion, agriculture, and might name them respectively the plantation 
colony and the farm colony.® 


The temperate-zone farm colony is marked by economic and 
administrative independence. Since its products are likely to 
compete with those of the mother country, it tends toward local 
diversified self-sufficiency. The soil is intensively cultivated and 
care is given to its conservation. The unit of social organization 
is the family, and the population is fairly well divided between 
the two sexes. Hence there is little mixing with natives and no 
large mixed-blood population. Its democratic society is charac- 
terized by free labor. 

The tropical plantation colony presents a marked contrast to 
the farm colony in almost every respect. Tropical products rank 
as luxury goods in the mother country, and the plantation colony 
tends to specialize in the production of one or more of them. 
Cultivation is extensive and exploitative. The colonists are 
predominantly males, and the racial unit is the individual and not 
the family. Consequently, relations with native women produce 
a mixed population. Since “vital conditions do not permit of the 
accomplishment of plantation labors at the hands of an unac- 
climatized race,” laborers must be imported from other tropical 
regions if the natives cannot be coerced.® 
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Keller apparently thinks of the physical and meteorological 
environment as giving rise to local survival forms which in turn 
elaborate secondary social and political forms of higher com- 
plexity. The differences between the plantation colony and the 
farm colony grow out of differences in climate. Adjustment to 
varying climatic conditions along the colonial frontier results in 
two fundamentally different labor economies and social organi- 
zations. These statements seem to summarize the climatic theory 
of the plantation and the society based upon it as formulated by 
Keller. 

In spite of the fact that most of the plantation societies in the 
present world community are grouped in or near the tropics, the 
theory is subject to some very great difficulties. In the first place, 
it does not account for the existence of plantation societies in 
areas of temperate climate. In Rhode Island, for example, after 
about 1650, the Narragansett planters developed “an industrial 
system which may fairly be compared with that of the Southern 
colonies.” 7 The situation in eastern Germany seems to be an- 
other exception to the theory. Although the lowlands of this area 
have an inhospitable climate with long, severe winters, after the 
twelfth century this frontier developed a system of large estates 
which seems to conform to the plantation pattern and which has 
been maintained for over six hundred years.® 

The climatic theory also fails to explain the existence of tropical 
colonies where small farming characterizes the agricultural 
economy. Saba Island in the Dutch West Indies seems to illus- 
trate such a situation.® Costa Rica in Central America apparently 
is another exception. It is a tropical country with a native-born 
white population of small farmers. Originally whites of Spanish 
origin settled the land in family groups and today “of 58,976 real 
estate holdings Costa Ricans hold legal title to 47,000.” !° How- 
ever, after several hundred years of existence as a small farm 
society the banana plantation with Negro labor is now beginning 
to make inroads. 

A third objection to the climatic theory is that it does not 
account for the very great and significant differences between 
plantation societies. They establish themselves in a variety of 
ways and vary greatly from place to place and from time to time. 
The differences between any two plantation societies may be as 
great as the contrasts between a plantation society and a small- 
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farm society. James G. Leyburn evidently believes that the differ- 
ences between what he calls the “settlement-plantation” society 
and the “exploitative plantation” society are very great. He 
recognizes these, not as sub-types of plantation society generally, 
but as full types of frontier societies along with the farm type and 
the ranching type.!! 

Perhaps the most serious shortcoming of the climatic theory 
is its failure to account for the transition from plantation to farm, 
or vice versa, in a single area where the climatic factor remains 
stable. The same area and climate maintains itself through 
kaleidoscopic changes in economic and social life. Vincent T. 
Harlow has described a change in Barbados from a colony of 
small farms operated by white owners to a colony of large planta- 
tions operated by Negro slave labor. On the other hand, accord- 
ing to Avery Craven, Virginia and Maryland had by 1860 “come 
largely to the small farm and the small farmer.” By that time the 
Governor of Virginia was advertising her agriculture as no longer 
characterized by “the large plantation system” but one of 
“smaller horticultural and aboricultural farming.” +? 

The fact that in the present world community plantation socie- 
ties are grouped in or near the tropics, which at first seems to 
support the theory, may be accounted for on other than climatic 
grounds. It is obvious that, because of climatic conditions, most 
of the agricultural products characteristic of the tropics cannot 
be grown elsewhere. Some, like cane sugar, can be produced in 
temperate zone areas, but the costs are materially higher when 
production is attempted outside the areas of optimum natural 
conditions.!* Bananas, for example, can be grown under hot- 
house conditions in Canada, but they can be grown profitably 
only in the tropics. For this reason banana plantations are found 
in the tropics and nowhere else. They are located by the nature 
of the major crop. Bananas need not be grown only on a planta- 
tion basis; they may be, and frequently are, grown and marketed 
by peasant farmers. In the latter case the small banana farm is 
also necessarily restricted to areas of tropical climate. 

Although the natural distribution of particular plantation sta- 
ples is determined or limited by climatic factors, it does not 
follow that the plantation institution itself is so determined. Plan- 
tations are largely concentrated in the tropics, not because of 
climate, but because, in the present world community, tropical 
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regions constitute a highly important and accessible trade and 
agricultural frontier, and the plantation is always an institution 
of the frontier. The tropics constitute a frontier where there are 
exploitable agricultural resources attractive to capital and which 
are nearer to consuming centers in terms of transportation costs 
than are the vast areas of sparsely peopled but potential agricul- 
tural lands in the temperate zones. Plantations have developed 
along nontropical frontiers in the past and conceivably may in 
the future. 

For these several reasons, therefore, the limitations of the cli- 
matic theory seem to be more important than its applications. 
It does not provide a satisfactory basis for research upon the 
nature and problems of plantation society. Dissatisfaction arises 
when an effort is made to use it. Of possible significance in this 
connection is the fact that after elaborating the climatic theory 
of plantation and farm colonies in the first chapter of his Coloni- 
zation, Keller made very little actual use of it in the following 
chapters which deal with particular colonies. 

The question raised by a climatic theory of the plantation is 
really part of the larger and more fundamental question of ac- 
climatization.!* The acclimatization of human beings usually is 
discussed in connection with white settlement in equatorial re- 
gions.!® Many writers believe that the acclimatization of white 
settlers in the tropics is constitutionally impossible. Thus Benja- 
min Kidd is well known for his opinion that “in the tropics the 
white man lives and works only as a diver lives and works under 
water. . . . Neither physically, morally, nor politically, can he 
be acclimatized in the tropics.” !® Ellsworth Huntington has ar- 
gued that in the tropics the white man loses his will power and 
gives himself up to idleness, displays of temper, drunkenness, and 
sexual overindulgence.'?7 Madison Grant has conceded that the 
“Nordic race can exist outside of its native environment as land- 
owning aristocrats who are not required to do manual labor in 
the fields under a blazing sun” but not if its members are com- 
pelled to support themselves by their own labor.!* The logical 
consequence of such views is expressed in the conclusion of Wil- 
liam Z. Ripley that “a colonial policy in the tropics means a 
permanent servile native population, which is manifestly incon- 
sistent with political independence, or with any approach to 
republican institutions.” 1° 
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It has long been assumed both in the North and in the South, 
that cultural differences between these two sections of the 
United States derive from climatic differences.2° Many if not 
most students of Southern society have made this assumption. 
Ulrich B. Phillips, for example, began his important work on Life 
and Labor in the Old South with the statement: “Let us begin 
by discussing the weather, for that has been the chief agency in 
making the South distinctive,” but he recognized the fact that 
“The South is nowhere tropical except at the tip of Florida.” ?! 
More recently Clarence Cason in his study of Southern society 
insisted that the summer heat was and is the basic factor in all 
Southern culture. Conducive to inactivity under the Mississippi 
dictum that “only mules and black men can face the sun in July,” 
the heat, he thought, created in the South a serenity for which 
all men strive.?? 

Involved in all these opinions concerning the impossibility of 
white acclimatization in the tropics as well as those concerning 
the connection between Southern civilization and the climate of 
the South has been the assumption that only the Negro and other 
nonwhite peoples were capable of doing the work necessary for 
agricultural production under the conditions imposed by a tropi- 
cal or semitropical climate. This assumption was in large measure 
the economic justification for Negro slavery in the South before 
the Civil War. Dr. Thomas Cooper, president of South Carolina 
College, probably stated the opinion of most white Southerners 
of the period when he said: “Nothing will justify slave labour in 
point of economy, but the nature of the soil and climate which in- 
capacitates a white man from labouring in the summer time.” ?* 

Public statements alleging a superior tolerance on the part of 
the Negro to the climate of the South are heard less frequently 
since the Civil War, but the opinion, nevertheless, is still widely 
held. However, the gradual realization that there are now more 
white than Negro tenants and sharecroppers on Southern planta- 
tions seems to have been accompanied by a tendency to shift the 
explanation from the climate to the hookworm in order to ac- 
count for the inefficiency and low status of agricultural labor. 
However, many upper-class Southerners seem to assume that 
hookworm is only a polite name for laziness which in turn goes 
back to an innate mental and moral inferiority. 

Popular opinion regarding the acclimatization of man has 
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been, for the most part, based upon two assumptions: first, that 
the different races of mankind are distinct species, each sprung 
from a separate origin in its own native habitat, and second, that 
climate is the principal factor in limiting or regulating the distri- 
bution of species. It is significant that the various climatic theo- 
ries of human society, from Aristotle to Huntington, are closely 
associated with the various racial theories of society. “These two 
theories,” according to Robert E. Park, “have this in common, 
namely, that they both conceive civilization and society to be the 
result of evolutionary processes—processes by which man has 
acquired new inheritable traits—rather than processes by which 
new relations have been established between men.” 4 The cli- 
matic theories support the view that social distinctions are bio- 
logical and constitutional in origin rather than the result of his- 
tory and circumstances. 

Tested scientific knowledge concerning acclimatization is lim- 
ited and the data are very inadequate. With respect to the ac- 
climatization of human beings, cultural factors have never been 
taken fully into account. Complicating factors which have to be 
eliminated before the single factor of climate can be isolated and 
its effect upon human settlement in new areas determined, in- 
clude such matters as the persistence of personal habits, diet, 
immunity or susceptibility to disease, and race mixture. Also cli- 
mate itself has to be broken down into its separate elements of 
temperature, humidity, monotony or variety, the chemical rays 
of the sun, and various other factors. The writer is not competent 
to discuss these complicating factors, but one consideration rela- 
tive to the climatic theory of the plantation may be pointed out. 
The problem of acclimatization is something more than the 
physiological problem of the conditions that control the birth, 
health, and growth of individuals. It is more than a matter of the 
optimal and limiting temperatures, humidities, etc., for this bare 
physiological process. It is rather a problem of the capacity of the 
individual, the group, or the race to maintain itself in the struggle 
for numerical supremacy against others. It is the problem of the 
importance of a single factor, climate, as it affects an individual 
or a group in relation to-other individuals or groups. The impor- 
tance of this factor of climate is directly proportional to its selec- 
tive action. Acclimatization, therefore, is fundamentally a prob- 
lem of competition—of biological competition. 
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Acclimatization involves not merely living away from a home- 
land; it also involves competing successfully with the natives or 
with other invaders of the new area. It is a process of adjustment 
to a different climatic situation, but it is measured in terms of 
success or failure in the competition with others in the same 
territory, and highly important in determining the outcome is 
the matter of just who the others are. A European group, for 
example, might successfully settle a new area when its competi- 
tors are, say, Indians, but not when its competitors are Negroes 
or Javanese. Acclimatization is a relative matter. 

It is relative because the social forces operative in a given 
situation at a given place and time are relative, and social forces 
determine to a large extent how biological forces act. The ac- 
climatization of man is influenced by a variety of cultural factors 
which are nonexistent in animals below man; it is conditioned 
by many factors which are not included in the struggle for exist- 
ence among the animals and plants. The kind of human beings 
which tends to prevail in an area may, for instance, be deter- 
mined in large part by the general conception of their status. It 
is reasonable to suppose that an important factor in the failure 
of the white man to become acclimatized to a tropical or semi- 
tropical climate is his unwillingness to compete with the natives 
or with the darker races on terms necessary to success. As Earl 
Hanson has said: “In New York and London and on our Western 
plains a man is allowed to be himself and to do and live about 
as he pleases. In the tropics he must above all be a white man 
and maintain the superiority of the white race, largely by a care- 
ful refusal to do any work.” 2° One of the factors which help to 
determine how biological forces work is a code which expressly 
forbids the white man in the tropics to do agricultural labor. 

Another historical and social factor which influences the opera- 
tion of biological forces is the practice of slavery. American slav- 
ery was to a very high degree a noncompetitive status which 
gave the Negro a place on the land without the necessity of 
competing for it. Slavery likewise is a social arrangement which 
operates somewhat like domestication in the relations between 
men and animals. Slaves and domesticated animals are naturally 
protected against a competition which otherwise might elimi- 
nate them. Slavery does not allow full biological competition 
between the races inhabiting an area, although all are exposed 
to the same climatic environment. 
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There seems, therefore, to be nothing in the facts of acclimati- 
zation, so far as we know them, to support the climatic theory 
of the plantation. Acclimatization, and biological competition 
generally, is fundamentally important in altering populations 
and institutions in any part of the world, but the alteration may 
take opposite directions in two tropical colonies or in two tem- 
perate-zone colonies. Because of its tendency over a period of 
time to produce a homogeneous population the process of bio- 
logical competition would tend normally to establish the small 
family-sized farm. The plantation, on the other hand, represents 
an intruding force from without which is political in character. 
It arises as a regulator of population movements and racial con- 
tacts in the interest of a planter in connection with the exploita- 
tion of agricultural resources for market. 

The contrast between plantation and farm is an aspect of the 
contrast between estate agriculture and peasant agriculture 
throughout the world generally. In many countries the latter two 
represent distinct and competing systems of agriculture within 
the same climatic area with now one, now the other, dominant. 
In the South the plantation and the small farm with its self- 
directing labor have, since the days of original settlement, existed 
side by side. 2 According to W. M. Daniels, the competition 
between them 


epitomizes the greater part of the ante-bellum industrial history of the 
South. The struggle moreover was an oft-renewed fight, and not a single 
pitched battle. In the same territory, as, for example, in seaboard Vir- 
ginia, the early supremacy of the plantation yielded later, when the 
soil’s pristine fertility had been exhausted, to the farm. And in general, 
while the superior efficiency of the plantation for the raising of staples 
vanquished the farm system in the short run, Providence for once 
fought against the “big battalions” and was bent on according the final 
victory to the smaller contestant.?7 


The plantation is not to be accounted for by climate. It is a 
political institution, and has to be accounted for as the state and 
other political institutions based upon the authority principle are 
accounted for, and these institutions have never been restricted 
to any one climatic situation. On the contrary, they have ranged 
from Egypt to Iceland. 

A conclusion suggested by these considerations is that the cli- 
matic theory of the plantation in its popular signification is an 
element in the resistance to social change. It is part of an ideology 
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which rationalizes and naturalizes an existing social and eco- 
nomic order, and this everywhere seems to be an order in which 
there is a race problem. Popular interest in acclimatization and 
in the question of climatic determinism does not seem to arise 
except in interracial situations, and it arises in these situations as 
the political or conflict expression of an underlying economic and 
biological competition between the races involved. 

A theory which makes the plantation depend upon something 
outside the processes of human interaction, that is, a theory 
which makes the plantation depend upon a fixed and static some- 
thing like climate, is a theory which operates to justify an existing 
social order and the vested interests connected with that order. 
Under such a conception the problems of a plantation society can 
be looked upon as concerning only God who alone can control 
the climate, and the climatic theory turns out to be really a sort 
of divine-right theory of the plantation. Actually, however, the 
theory, like other sentiments, beliefs, and attitudes connected 
with the plantation system, must be understood as a product of 
forces working within the system itself, as an important part of 
that system but not as an explanation of it. 


eo4e 


The Plantation: The Physical Basis of 
Traditional Race Relations 


Before the Civil War, according to an old story, variations of 
which are even now occasionally heard in the South, a white 
gentleman owned a plantation; but, unable to make a living from 
it, he began the practice of the law and became a very successful 
lawyer. On his plantation he possessed a large and beautiful man- 
sion, a number of race horses, and more than a hundred Negro 
slaves. But instead of being supported by the plantation, he and 
the law supported the plantation. He rode the circuit, defended 
criminals, established titles, argued cases, and otherwise worked 
very hard in order to maintain his estate. 

One afternoon he returned from a hard day’s work to find the 
mules idle in the stable, the cotton in the grass, and his Negroes 
asleep in the barn. He shouted angrily. The Negroes scrambled 
to their feet and began their excuses. But the master, shaking 
with anger, announced his most awful verdict: “I’m going to quit 
practicing law and let you lazy niggers starve to death.” 

Of course, this is a white man’s story. On the other side is a 
story told somewhere by Booker Washington. In a certain small 
Southern town an immigration agent addressed a meeting of 
whites. An aged Negro stopped to listen as the agent’s work was 
under discussion. 

“Boss,” he finally inquired of a white man, “who is dis here 
emmygration man and what is dis here emmygration?” 


SOURCE In Edgar T. Thompson (ed.), Race Relations and the Race Problem, 
Duke University Press, 1939, Ch. VII. 
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It was explained that the agent was an employee of a railroad 
company trying to induce more white people to locate in the 
South. 

“But Cap’n,” said the Negro, “us niggers has got mo’ white 
folks around here now dan us kin take kere of.” 

Negroes and whites have always been tightly interlocked in 
the economic and social order of the South. Whatever the white 
man may think he thinks about Negroes, and whatever the Negro 
may think he thinks about whites, one fact is certain and that is 
that they are highly interdependent members of the same so- 
ciety. Each has played a very important part in the life of his 
society, and each, in its own opinion, has played a more impor- 
tant part in the life of the other than the other has played in its 
own life. Hence the stories in each group expressing belief in the 
almost complete dependence upon it of the other. 

The existence of a color line may and does involve the isolation 
of whites and Negroes, and members of each racial group may 
and do live in separate social worlds from which the others are, 
in varying degree, excluded. Nevertheless, between them there 
is a bond resulting from a common way of life and an intertwined 
experience. Even conflict has established the interhuman ties 
more closely. For society reposes upon the fact of interlacing 
expectations and obligations, and the differentiation of the peo- 
ple of the South into two great racial “moities”’ has had the effect 
of setting up a basis for reciprocal services and obligations. Para- 
doxically, the very cleavage between the ruling and servant 
classes in the South, based to a large extent upon race, has con- 
stituted the bond which has held them together. Back of the 
divisions and the competitions of race are the common values of 
a common community. 

This common society of whites and blacks, this “Southern” 
society, is, like every other society, a product of collective action. 
Individual members of the two races have found ways and means 
of effecting various practical working arrangements. A Negro 
informant told Dollard that “one of the few things Negro and 
white men do together is to hunt,” ! but this statement ignores 
the countless number of occasions when “we” is used to refer to 
activities and achievements in which members of both races 
share. Many like Huckleberry Finn and Negro Jim have shared 
the same crusts, smoked together, fished off the same log, and 
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lied and stolen together in the common cause of self-preserva- 
tion. Even sharecropping, in spite of its present bad reputation, 
is not all cropping. At its worst there is sharing not only of the 
crop after it has been gathered but of the equipment, the work, 
and the risk involved in making it. 

But interracial co-operation in the South is and has been much 
more important and far more extensive than these statements 
would indicate. It was from the very beginning one of the terms 
of his residence in America that the Negro become a party to 
various schemes of co-operation for the economic exploitation of 
the country’s resources. To be sure, “co-operation” was forced 
upon him, but without some sort of division of labor two peoples 
as different in physical appearance and in tradition as whites and 
Negroes originally were, would not, in all probability, have re- 
mained to live together on the land as neighbors. It was said of 
the Chinese coolies who were imported into the Transvaal that 
there were only two possible places for them, the mine and the 
prison. In the South, for a long period in its history at least, it is 
very near the truth to say that a Negro who was not on a planta- 
tion doing the kind of work he was expected to do, and having 
the sort of relations with whites he was expected to have, was 
under suspicion if not actually in prison. 

The most important modus vivendi of interracial co-operation 
in the South developed in connection with the production of 
agricultural staples like tobacco, rice, indigo, cotton, hemp, and 
cane sugar for the market. Agricultural production and race rela- 
tions became institutionalized in the plantation. 

The plantation is basic in any analysis of race relations in the 
South for several reasons. Its wide distribution from Maryland to 
Texas has served to characterize and define a whole region and 
not merely a small locality. It emphasizes the connection be- 
tween the economic and the political aspects of race relations. 
It is a unit of collective activity and hence also a unit of human 
relations ordinarily involving members of both races. It thus 
serves to center attention upon the relations between whites and 
Negroes rather than upon these two races separately. The planta- 
tion brings these relations to a focus in an elementary cell-like 
unit. Finally, the plantation has set the cultural norm of race 
relations and defined what constitutes conformity and noncon- 
formity, racial orthodoxy and heterodoxy. 
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II 


Separating the South from the other sections of the United 
States is an institutional fault line. The basic institutions—the 
school, the church, the family—are, of course, present in all sec- 
tions, but in the South they are parts of the plantation “system” 
as they are parts of other societal systems elsewhere. It is the 
plantation which is not continuous with other sections of 
America, and the institutions which are a part of the plantation 
system are not, therefore, exactly continuous with similar institu- 
tions in other parts of America. 

For this reason whatever is “different,” whatever is special, 
about the South appears to go back to the plantation and to the 
system of institutions which has grown up around it. And the 
plantation is by no means a dead, ante-bellum institution, even 
though it is not as strong and as vigorous as it once was.” 

If these statements are true, then it is of some importance to 
look at the institution more closely, to examine it more carefully, 
and to study its genesis and career. It has long been taken for 
granted or merely condemned or glorified. The people of the 
South have been so close to it, so much a part of it, so familiar 
with it, that even they do not know as much about it as they 
might. They have contrasted their institutions with those of the 
North and West, but they have not compared them with institu- 
tions in more comparable situations elsewhere. It may come as 
a matter of some surprise, therefore, to learn that the plantation 
is an institution widely distributed around the world and control- 
ling the lives of literally millions of people. It not only provides 
sO many people with occupations, but it distributes and settles 
them in new lands, provides them with homes, governs them, 
punishes their delinquencies, and controls their recreation. It 
differentiates rank and social classes and defines the relations 
between them. Always and everywhere it appears to be based 
upon differences of race, and the races involved are not always 
a white and a colored race. 

As the star of the European manorial system sank, that of the 
plantation system, likewise involving large landed estates, arose 
in colonial areas overseas where some agricultural staple might 
profitably be grown for the world market. Adventurers seeking 
profitable investments for their capital marched out with cap- 
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tains and missionaries, and the colored and so-called primitive 
peoples of the world became one by one integral parts on the 
white man’s economic order. In favorable situations adventurers 
with the necessary capital became planters possessing them- 
selves of the land and seeking a way to market with their cotton, 
tobacco, or sugar. 

Out of the wilderness they carved great landed estates, but it 
was not enough merely to possess the land: the great need was 
for labor. They turned first to the natives of the areas in the New 
World and later in the Orient where they were opening up 
plantations. But the Indian, the Negro, the Malay, and the 
Polynesian in the land of his birth was only with great difficulty 
brought under the control of the planters and made dependent 
upon their providence. The Indian in Virginia, says Bruce, would 
die, but he would not work. Everywhere the native was de- 
scribed as lazy and incorrigible. He was called “backward” be- 
cause he did not know how to turn the resources of the country 
he inhabited into channels of world commerce, and he did not 
seem disposed to assist the planter who stood ready to perform 
this economic service. 

The characteristic solution of the planter’s labor problem at 
this stage was to import laborers from some other part of the 
world where they might be purchased, captured, or recruited. 
The planters of the South imported white indentured servants 
from Europe and then turned to the vast labor reservoir in 
Africa. The planters in Natal turned to India, while those in 
Hawaii turned to China, Japan, and the Philippines. 

The planter resorted to the importation of outside laborers, not 
only because the native population was numerically insufficient, 
but more often, perhaps, because it was difficult or even impossi- 
ble to obtain a satisfactory degree of control over people who 
were at home in the local environment. The familyless man or 
woman recruited in some distant place and transported to a 
plantation region where he found himself in strange surround- 
ings and among strange peoples was more easily made depend- 
ent upon an employer. Thus the native Negro in many parts of 
Africa is regarded as a very unsatisfactory plantation laborer, but 
in early Virginia he was regarded as superior not only to the 
native Indian but also to the white indentured servant. 

With imported laborers, usually familyless, the control situa- 


88 Plantation Societies, Race Relations, and the South 


tion changed in favor of the planter. It is easier to fit unattached 
individuals into their proper places in the organization of planta- 
tion work. It is easier to concentrate them upon the land of the 
estate, to hold them there, and to prevent them from scattering 
out over the country where there is waste or free land to be had. 
Accordingly, it was to prevent such dispersion that slavery, in- 
dentured servitude, contract labor, and other forms of forced 
labor arose. 

The control situation changed again when the flow of outside 
labor was shut off. This happened in America when the African 
slave trade was closed. It happened in Mauritius and in some 
parts of the West Indies when India refused to allow more of her 
people to enlist as plantation laborers. Hawaii today faces a simi- 
lar situation with the closing of the Philippines as a source of 
labor. Now it became necessary to find a new source of supply. 
The new source was generally found in the children of the labor- 
ers, for in the meantime the mass of imported and assorted in- 
dividuals had organized themselves into family groups and had 
produced offspring. The children, born to the situation, tended 
to accept it as they found it, but their very presence introduced 
new problems of control. It was one of the important functions 
of slavery that it passed along to the children of laborers the same 
status held by parents. Ballagh has shown that the development 
of slavery in Virginia was more or less directly related to the 
problem of the control and the definition of the status of the 
second generation.® 

When the sexes among the laboring population became fairly 
equalized and when children began to appear, there was a moy- 
ing away from the individual to the family as the labor unit. The 
appearance of this stage of Creole, or “home-grown,” labor usu- 
ally required a fundamental reorganization of the plantation in- 
volving, at the least, the abandonment of the barracks type of 
housing for laborers and the substitution of separate family 
homes. 

The Southern plantation has been in this stage of development 
at least since the Civil War, and further changes are now in 
process. The typical Southern plantation today is a group of farms 
operated by white and Negro tenants and nucleated about the 
home of the white planter. The differentiation of race and class 
is a basis for interaction, and the sort of feudal unity which has 
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emerged from such interaction under the protecting conditions 
of some degree of physical isolation has established the individu- 
ality of the plantation as a social unit. Because it is a social unit 
ordinarily requiring a good deal of space, covering “not a point 
but a territory,” the plantation has naturally isolated itself, a fact 
which has insured a more than ordinary degree of social separate- 
ness and independence. On the other hand, since the plantation 
is also an economic unit producing to sell and not to consume, 
it has been at the same time highly dependent upon the larger 
economic community in which it has found its market. There is 
no great amount of dependence upon other plantations produc- 
ing the same staple in the same general area; there is no such 
mutual dependence among neighboring plantations as may be 
observed among neighboring small farms. Hence there is no 
extensive elaboration of local divisions of labor. 


Il 


One of the first things to be noticed about the Southern planta- 
tion is that it is laid securely down on the land. It is at once a 
human institution and an organism adhering to the terrestrial 
surface, a bit of humanity and a bit of soil. 

In a sense the plantations of the South are the South. Or, at 
least, there has been a popular tendency to describe the physical 
features of the South in terms of the plantations. They have 
shaped the very face of the earth itself, transforming forests and 
marshes into tobacco, cotton, cane, and rice fields. This is because 
the plantation was originally an institution of settlement, a form 
of settlement which had many of the characteristics of a camp. 
It represented a form of settlement which characteristically ap- 
pears in certain types of frontier areas under course of develop- 
ment through foreign investment. Alvin Johnson has described 
this type of settlement as camp capitalism.* 

To a certain extent the problem of the South in the days of 
early settlement was not so much to find white men to settle the 
land as it was to find colored laborers to support them when 
settled. Negro slavery proved to be a form of labor control espe- 
cially adapted to rapid settlement, for by means of it the labor 
supply became highly responsive to agricultural opportunity 
along a rapidly advancing frontier. The high mobility of slavery 
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resulted in the distribution of Negroes in those parts of the South 
where their labor was profitable. They were planted like vegeta- 
bles and have shown a strong tendency to remain where they 
took root, even since emancipation. 

As plantation labor in the Southern states became predomi- 
nantly Negro, and with the segregation of whites of the master 
class and Negroes on the best lands, there was a corresponding 
segregation of poor whites in the more inaccessible and less fer- 
tile areas. The resulting ecological distribution of the races and 
the classes determined in some considerable measure the extent 
and sort of social relations between them. 

The conditions under which laborers were originally recruited 
for plantation purposes were such as to promote racial, cultural, 
and individual diversity. It was in the settlement of such a group 
of assorted individuals that the peculiar features of the plantation 
appeared. Since a planter had to establish his plantation where 
he found it possible to acquire suitable land, perhaps at some 
remote place, it was necessary not only to clear the land but also 
to construct a house for himself, quarters for his laborers, stables 
for his work animals, and shelter for his equipment. It was neces- 
sary also to establish a commissary for the purpose of storing and 
dispensing rations and supplies. Often he built a church on his 
estate and as time passed there appeared a cemetery. In short, 
a frontier area was transformed into a habitat, and the planter 
found himself, entirely incidental to his main purpose, the owner 
and head of a community as well as a farmer.° The spatial pattern 
of the settlement reflected its political and social structure. The 
special position of the planter found expression, not only in a 
larger and better equipped house, but in its detachment from 
the quarters of the laborers. The people dependent on him lived 
apart. After emancipation the idea of freedom found expression 
in a new spatial arrangement which involved the distribution of 
tenant cabins over the plantation. 

The settlement function of the plantation has been no less 
important in the history of the South than its other functions of 
agricultural production and political control. The plantation is 
responsible for the fact that whites and blacks are intermixed on 
land which they both claim as a common social, if not legal, 
inheritance. Because it is an institution of settlement, insularity 
is implicit in its very nature. Like a lens constricted to a narrow 
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focus the entire lives of large numbers of white and black people 
have been lived within its small circle. 


IV 


The most obvious function of the plantation is that of agricul- 
tural production. The first planted commodity in the South was 
tobacco, which so monopolized the life of Virginia and Maryland 
that they were called the tobacco colonies. In 1694 rice was intro- 
duced into South Carolina from Madagascar, and in 1745 indigo 
came into the same colony from Montserrat in the West Indies. 
In 1794 sugar cane was introduced into Louisiana from the West 
Indies. In the latter part of the same century cotton, most crucial 
of all, began to be cultivated. 

These staples were intended primarily for foreign export. 
Agricultural operations in the Northern colonies and states, on 
the other hand, were concerned mainly with the production of 
food supplies for domestic consumption and became, for this 
reason, subordinate to other forms of industry. But in the South 
the production of staple crops became the main business of the 
country. 

Not only did the plantation involve the use of a relatively large 
number of labor units but in the situation in which it evolved in 
the South it required disciplined and controlled labor. The South 
was originally, and long remained, what Nieboer terms an area 
of “open resources.” © There was more land than there was labor 
to till it, there was a profitable market for the products of the 
land, and there were men of capital competing with each other 
for labor. Under these circumstances the planter who succeeded 
in getting a laborer was disposed to hold him if he could—and 
as long as he could. It was in response to a situation of this sort 
that slavery evolved out of indentured servitude and was itself 
supplanted by share tenancy after the Civil War. 

The authority of the planter was exercised with the production 
of tobacco, cotton, or sugar as the first consideration. He was 
concerned, first of all, with the organization and co-ordination 
of human energy. In a competitive situation it was necessary that 
the work of the plantation be carried on consistently and with 
some degree of efficiency. Slave labor was moved in brigades, 
and discipline was required for the daily drill. The planter did 
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not think primarily of the rights of men but of how to use men, 
and inevitably he came to take on the characteristics of a master. 
In the efficient and effective management of his estate the 
planter tended naturally to regard his laborers as individuals and 
utilities. But the workers so regarded did not cease to behave as 
persons and to act in certain ways contrary to the interests of the 
proprietor. Because human beings, even as work units, cannot 
help acting as persons—that is, in terms of their wishes and in- 
terests—conflicts inevitably arose which required control. For 
this reason the plantation became not only an economic institu- 
tion but an institution of government, a political institution. 


V 


In no other way except through authority and law can a group 
whose members represent different racial and cultural back- 
grounds be made to act as a unit. A form of organization based 
upon authority and law is a political organization. The arbitrary 
authority of the individual enters where a customary basis of 
control is lacking, where custom has broken down, or where 
there are gaps in the network of custom. Authority is likely to 
assert itself during periods of change when new interests and 
new technologies emerge. 

In the frontier situation in which it develops the plantation is 
likely to be remote from the central authority of the state. Bow- 
man describes the plantation on the Brazilian frontier as “remote 
and feudal.” It is feudal largely because it is remote. In the 
settlement of practical problems and in the management of the 
affairs of a heterogeneous group of people in an isolated situation 
the planter arises as the chief lawgiver and the chief power be- 
hind the enforcement of his law. The close connection between 
the governmental functions of the plantation and the existing 
means of transportation and communication should be empha- 
sized. In general, the type of organization in which authority 
resides seems to depend upon the character and extent of the 
interaction of individuals upon each other, upon the solidarity 
of interests, but ultimately upon the means and extent of com- 
munication. Where these means are absent or undeveloped, 
separate or semi-autonomous bodies grow up within the state 
and are recognized at least as de facto units of government. 

On the Southern frontier the privileges of the planter devel- 
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oped as the result of initial superior strength—physical, eco- 
nomic, and political. By virtue of his position and strength he 
became the ruler of a small principality with power over the most 
intimate details of the lives of the laborers who were his subjects. 
His relations with both his land and his subjects were expressions 
of his purpose. The Southern planter has never venerated his 
land as “the good earth’—erosion and soil depletion evidence 
this—and his personal tie with it has been largely acquisitive, and 
allied with practical ends. But in it was rooted the history of his 
house and on it he left some impress of himself. While the New 
England farmer thought in terms of acres, the Southern planter 
often thought in terms of square miles. He was monarch of all 
he surveyed, but the number of acres or square miles he 
surveyed was not as important as the monarchy. In fact, the 
plantation is perhaps best defined not in terms of territory or of 
agriculture but in terms of the authority of the planter. The 
plantation ends where this authority ends, and territory matters 
only in so far as it serves to define limits.® 

The response of the planter to activities on the part of his 
laborers was such, as we have said, as to make of him something 
more than a mere agriculturalist. One of the first acts of self- 
interest on the part of the laborer is to move away from the 
plantation. In an area of open resources where labor is scarce this 
is a direct threat to the interests of the planter. For this reason 
the first and most important manifestation of the planter’s con- 
trol was to bind the laborer to himself or to the land, at least for 
the duration of the crop. In numerous other ways the conduct 
of the laborer, whether slave or free, bears a close relation to the 
interests of the planter. When he steals, fights, assembles “unlaw- 
fully,” plots, marries secretly, indulges in fornication, has illegiti- 
mate children, spends his time in gambling, cockfighting, or 
courting, the planter suffers some loss or threat of loss. The rise 
of rules and regulations and punishments for their violation 
have reference to all these things. 

The extreme expression of political control is the exercise of 
the power of life and death, jus vitae necisque. This power was 
occasionally exercised by individual planters, never with the 
open but with the tacit acquiescence of the state, in the early 
days of the Southern colonies and states. On the Southern fron- 
tier neighboring planters might condemn the taking of the life 
of a Negro slave; but as a rule they would feel it more expedient 
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not to interfere, just as parents today pursue that policy in less 
serious matters with reference to other parents’ children.® 

Gradually, however, the colonial or state government became 
strong and integrated enough to assume the power of life and 
death unto itself alone,!° and with the development of communi- 
cation public opinion became strong enough effectively to regis- 
ter its condemnation. With the passing of the extreme frontier 
conditions under which the plantation originated in the South, 
the state and the federal governments encroached more and 
more into the domain of the planter’s authority. The Civil War 
and emancipation finally removed the right of slavery itself, but 
the planter still retains a considerable measure of personal au- 
thority and customary immunity from the interference of the 
state. A study of lynching says of certain counties in the South: 
“A tradition in these counties, respected by sheriff and peace- 
officers as well as by the public, leaves to the planter and his 
overseer the settlement of any trouble which arises on the planta- 
tion among the Negroes themselves or between them and the 
overseer or planter. Most crimes in these counties are looked 
upon as labor troubles to be settled by those who own and control 
the plantations. Asa corollary, to all practical purposes, the sheriff 
and other peace-officers are the planter’s agents.” !! 

The Southern planter has always maintained a more or less 
exclusive and acknowledged control over a territory, an attribute 
in some degree of sovereignty in every political community from 
the state down. The justification for his control has rested histori- 
cally on several grounds. In connection with Negro slavery the 
original justification was based upon religion; the Negro was an 
infidel or a heathen. The opinion was widely held in Europe and 
in European colonies that unbelievers might rightfully be made 
slaves by Christian people. Enslavement was an act of generosity 
and mercy, for through slavery large numbers could be brought 
to Christ. But a justification which sanctioned initial enslavement 
and the slave trade proved to be a boomerang when it came to 
be a question of continuing in slavery a Negro in whom a large 
sum of money had been invested but who, almost maliciously it 
might seem to his master, became converted to the Christian 
religion. Religion as a justification for slavery had the disadvan- 
tage, from the planter’s point of view, of impermanence. It is 
possible for a man to adopt a religion to meet his needs in the 
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situation. In the American colonies it was believed that the con- 
version of a Negro to Christianity entitled him to freedom and 
many planters, for this reason, refused to allow ministers to come 
near their plantations. Accordingly, it became necessary for 
many colonial legislatures, beginning with the legislature of 
Maryland in 1664, formally to affirm the principle that baptism 
and conversion did not entail freedom. But it was clear that a 
new justification was needed, and, indeed, necessary. 

It was found in the idea of race. “Some of the colonial assem- 
blies,” says Jernegan, “altered the religious sanction for slavery 
and based its validity frankly upon race.” ! The conception that 
certain people coming from the same general territory overseas 
and possessing similar physical traits were innately and immuta- 
bly “different,” almost different enough to constitute a separate 
species, powerfully reinforced the position of slavery in America 
and especially in the South. The idea of race, wholly apart from 
its logical and anthropological validity, had pragmatic value and 
influence in social life. The idea of race in the South has been no 
mere academic concept; it was generated out of the interaction 
of men of different physical marks and it functioned as a part of 
the plantation situation itself. As a part of the mechanism of 
control the idea of race served, and continues to serve, a purpose. 

The idea of race, and of enslavement based upon race, came 
to be thoroughly accepted by both the master and slave classes 
as the basis of relations between them. If the legal sanction of 
slavery has been destroyed the idea of permanent racial differ- 
ences continues as a powerful lever of control within the planta- 
tion and in the society which is an extension of the plantation, 
powerful because it is taken for granted by both groups. 

Perhaps even more important than the bare fact that the idea 
of race came into existence as a substitute for religion in justifying 
slavery is the additional fact that after about 1830, when revolu- 
tionary attacks against the system began to be centered in the 
North, the social cleavage based upon it entered the mores 
where, at least in the South, it has remained.!* In so far as the 
idea of race was bound up with slavery, the defense of slavery 
was at the same time a defense of the race idea. It was the 
Yankee, the outsider, the white man at least suspected of being 
allied with the subject race against the master race, the man who 
seemed to stand around making uncalled-for remarks and pass- 


96 Plantation Societies, Race Relations, and the South 


ing adverse judgments, who forced Southerners to abandon apol- 
ogy and substitute aggressive defense.'* Now it was religion, 
along with philosophy and pseudo-science, which was brought 
to the support of the idea of race and, through it, of slavery which 
was based upon it. 

At any rate, it is true, as Phillips remarks, that “after the seven- 
teenth century, the plantation problem was mainly the Negro 
problem.” !° And according to Monroe Work, speaking of the 
present situation in the South, “the legal attitudes of tenancy are 
on the basis of race,” !® although more than half the tenants on 
Southern plantations today are white. 

To the extent that the laborers on the plantation are distin- 
guished by physical differences, such as skin color and other 
features, they are regarded as in even more fundamental re- 
spects biologically different from the class represented by the 
planter. For this reason when their behavior varies from that of 
members of the planter class there is a tendency to account for 
it on biological (racial) grounds“1 hey have different kinds of 
instincts. They can better stand the hot sun.!7 They mate promis- 
cuously like the animals. Their women breed like animals and 
give birth to offspring without pain. Indeed, they are all highly 
insensitive to pain. It is impossible to read the expressions on 
their faces. They seem to die on short notice or without any 
notice at all. The general idea behind plantation government is 
that Negroes have to be governed, and governed differently from 
other men, because they themselves are different. A Louisiana 
planter advised his fellow planters that “negroes must be gov- 
erned differently from the Europeans; not because they are 
black, nor because they are slaves, but because they think differ- 
ently from the white men.” }® 

When men are regarded as belonging to a species different 
from that to which the planter belongs, and when their behavior 
does not conform to the stereotype in his mind, they appear 
strange and unknowable. The unknowable Negro has appeared 
when his master or employer has had some program which ig- 
nored his wishes or what he conceived to be his interests. The 
members of the master class do not ever really know those whom 
they are trying to control; and, as in the history of men’s efforts 
to control women, unexpected and subtle behavior is attributed 
to their nature as further proof that they are immutably and 
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instinctively different. Alfred H. Stone, a Mississippi planter, de- 
scribing the failure of his experiment with a new system designed 
to advance the interest of the Negro tenants on his plantation, 
said: “I mean simply to give expression to the conviction, speak- 
ing of the average, of course, and not the rare exception, that 
their actions have no logical or reasonable basis, that they are 
notional and whimsical, and that they are controlled far more by 
their fancies than by their common sense.” !° 

oh the authoritarian community of the plantation there is nor- 
mally a subtle web of mutual espionage. Exact knowledge of 
where the planter and the overseer are, and what they are about, 
is the keynote to all successful shirking and wrongdoing. This has 
given rise to the fact, or at least the belief among whites in the 
South, that Negroes know white people better than white people 


know me 

Negro slavery rested upon a public opinion sustained not only 
by whites of the planter class but also by the body of non- 
slaveholding whites, and especially the poor whites. Slavery 
would not have been capable of much development if it had 
depended upon the personal power of the planter only. It was 
necessary for the planter’s authority to be recognized by the 
society of whites generallyAt was necessary for the slave to live 
in a society that regarded him as a slave. Slavery cannot exist 
where there is not a society of freemen, even though the freemen 
are as poor as the slaves themselves.2/The poorer white man 
might envy and resent the privileges of the planter who in turn 
often looked down on the poor white with contempt, but the 
prejudice the latter held toward the Negro slave with whom he 
came into competition and conflict was an integral part of the 
plantation system as it existed in the South before the Civil War. 
Plantation society, therefore, included the poor whites. 

Geographical separation of the Negro slaves and the poor 
whites led to social separation and antagonistic attitudes between 
them. The plantation overseer, except in those instances when 
he came from outside the South itself, was generally a represent- 
ative of the poor white class thrust into the plantation commu- 
nity. He occupied a place between the planter and the slaves, 
a very narrow and circumscribed place, which kept him apart 
from the planter and earned him the hatred of the slaves. “Over- 
seer chillun,” one of the terms used by Negroes to refer to poor 
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whites, indicated the connection between the overseer’s division 
of labor and the poor white areas. 

Bassett sums up the role of the overseer on the plantation as 
follows: 


The overseer’s position was central in the Southern system. The 
planter might plan and incite, and the slave might dig, plow, and gather 
into barns; it was the overseer who brought the mind of the one and 
the muscle of the other into codperation. As he did his work well or 
poorly the plantation prospered or failed. . . . 

“Slight as was the respect the overseer had from the planter it was 
greater than the respect he had from the slaves. To them he was the 
master’s left hand, the burden layer and the symbol of the hardest 
features of bondage. From his decisions an appeal was to the owner who 
as dispenser of mercy and forgiveness had some degree of affection 
from the slaves,/As a giver of food and clothing and of largesses at 
Christmas time and as a protector in extreme calamity the master stood 
high in the respect of the slave. If he was a man of distinction his slaves 
were apt to be pleased that he and not a less prominent man was the 
master. But the slave was not proud of his overseer nor boasted of his 
overseer’s virtues. It was the fate of this man, standing in the place of 
the owner, to absorb the shock of bitterness felt by the slaves for their 
enslavers and in doing so keep it away from those who were in reality 
the responsible parties.?? 


It is sometimes said in admiration of a certain type of white 
man in the South at the present time, “he sure can work niggers.” 
This was the prime quality demanded in a good overseer even 
in the days before emancipation complicated the problem by 
making slaves “free niggers.” “A good overseer to manage mules 
and niggers” was the way the planters sometimes advertised, but 
such an overseer was not always easy to find and when found not 
easy to keep. But good or bad, it was the overseer who, perhaps 
even more than the planter, epitomized the formal and objective 
aspect of the plantation as an institution of political control. 


VI 


The Southern plantation has always had the character of a 
coercive institution. In it economic and political organization has 
been identified. Southern agriculture and Southern race rela- 
tions have been parts of one system. The nature of one, in large 
degree, has determined the nature of the other. Negroes and 
whites did not meet each other simply as tourists or as sightseers. 
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Members of one race, with certain cultural traditions, had some 
use for members of the other race having other cultural tradi- 
tions. Agricultural production represents an economic function. 
frace relations represent, or tend to represent, the political or 
power counterpart of the economic function.An a situation of 
“open resources,” as the South has been, the plantation became 
an institution for regulating racial contact in the interest of the 
planter. 

But under the influence of daily and intimate association 
among its members the plantation was transformed into a cul- 
tural group. The authority and power of the planter were not 
required for daily use; time generated new customs, and every- 
one within the plantation community came to know what was 
expected of him and to feel some sense of obligation to meet 
these expectations Alongside the personal leadership and con- 
trol of the planter a form of control grew up which was not 
imposed from the outside by a master, a form of control which 
the group imposed upon itself by common consensus. The forces 
that controlled Negroes as slaves and later as share, tenants were 
to a large extent within the laborers themselves.A cultural and 
a moral order, therefore, grew up out of the secular by the same 
processes that the plantation as a settlement, an industrial, 
and a political institution grew up under the conditions of the 
frontier/ 

Whatever is most distinctive and peculiar about a people, what 
they take for granted—their culture, in other words—is largely 
an effect of the special conditions of isolation under which they 
have lived with physical nature and with each other. The planta- 
tion laborer is not ordinarily a personal servant, nor is he or- 
dinarily tied to a machine. Typically he is identified with the 
land, as the peasant class to which he belongs always is. He is not 
only tied to his job but is also tied to his locality. Redfield says, 
“The southern negro is our one principal folk. He has a local 
tradition orally transmitted; he makes folk songs. Except for him 
we have to search for folk peoples in the United States.” 2 Upon 
the Negro peasant folk is imposed another group, the white 
planter class, which communicates with the larger literate world 
of the market. But the members of this class also communicate 
directly with the folk tradition and, like nobility classes generally, 
of which they have been the nearest American representative, 
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they, too, are typically identified with the land. The result is a 
form of society which is highly local. The rather extreme localiza- 
tion of life which agricultural pursuits always foster aids in the 
development of a distinctive group culture. 

The extent of this isolation is often alluded to in the literature 
of plantation reminiscence. A Southern woman writes of her 
experiences as follows: “Confined exclusively to a Virginia plan- 
tation, during my earliest childhood, I believed the world one 
vast plantation bounded by negro quarters. Rows of white cabins 
with gardens attached; negro men in the fields; negro women 
sewing, knitting, spinning, weaving, house-keeping in the cabins, 
with negro children dancing, romping, singing, jumping, playing 
around the doors, formed the only pictures familiar to my child- 
hood.” Later on “it began to dawn upon us that all the world was 
not a plantation. The first time I ever heard of a manner of living 
different from this was when it became important for my mother 
to make a visit to a great aunt in Baltimore, and she went for the 
first time out of her native state. . . . My mother was accom- 
panied by her maid, Kitty, on this expedition, and when they 
returned they had many astounding things to relate.” Still later 
when she visited New York she was “surprised to hear of ‘planta- 
tion customs’ said to exist among us.” 4 

Even today, in spite of a high rate of tenant turnover, there 
are many Negroes in the South still living on the plantations upon 
which they were born and upon which their slave ancestors 
lived. Lyle Saxon reports instances in Louisiana where white 
gentlewomen have never left the plantations on which they 
live.25 In such conditions of extreme isolation it would be quite 
natural for values to be associated with insularity, and inroads 
into this closed society to be regarded as threats. A character in 
Kennedy’s plantation novel, Swallow Barn, a story of early Vir- 
ginia, expressed his opposition to a measure to provide the state 
with good roads with the statement, “The home material of Vir- 
ginia was never so good as when her roads were at their worst.” 

In the background of wilderness and lonely striving, from 
colonial days to the present, the whites and blacks who lived 
together on the plantation “balanced in their behavior the some- 
what contrary motives of getting the most for self and of mani- 
festing an ordinary human interest in those with whom destiny 
had closely associated them.” 26 John Mason Brown says of the 
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Kentucky frontier that the association between master and slave 
was so very intimate because, “In the solitude of the wilderness, 
the intense longings for the society of human kind made the 
companionship of the master and his household an essential con- 
dition to the happiness and contentment of both.” 27 Then as now 

At must be supposed that the white planter family experienced 
the overshadowing existence of the Negro community running 
parallel with its own/on a different plane, but with echoes going 
from one to the other. 

In the small and intimate world of the plantation the assimila- 
tion of the Negro slave fresh from Africa followed rapidly and 
as a matter of course. “Although merchants, in selling newly 
imported Negroes invariably advertised the tribe or geograph- 
ical section from which the Negroes came, it is interesting that 
none of these facts were mentioned in selling seasoned slaves. 
It would seem that tribal differences tended to disappear as the 
slaves became seasoned.” 2° 

The data descriptive of small farms and plantations in ante- 
bellum days are very meager, but such data as exist point unmis- 
takably to the informality of control and to the intimacy of race 
relations upon them. The importance of this is evident when it 
is pointed out that/one fourth of all the slaves in 1850 were held 
in groups of less than ten each and another fourth in groups of 
between ten and twenty each/This means that at least one half 
the slaves were in more or less close contact with their white 
masters with an opportunity to share in the cultural heritage of 
the master class.2¥ Especially was this true in the case of Negroes 
adopted into white households as family servants. 

Written records went with the more formal and efficient con- 
trol of the large slave plantations, about which our knowledge 
is greater but which were not nearly as numerous as the small 
plantations. In the areas dominated by the large estates, where 
the contacts between the whites and blacks were notably less, 
assimilation was naturally less complete. Consequently, in such 
areas as the seaboard of South Carolina and Georgia the Negro 
population early impressed visitors as decidedly “different” from 
Negro populations in other parts of the South/especially in Vir- | 
ginia and in upland districts where the plantations were smaller, 
These “differences in the Negro population which existed before 
the Civil War,” says Park, “are still clearly marked today. They 
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are so clearly marked, in fact, that an outline of the areas in which 
the different types of plantation existed before the War would 
furnish the basis for a map showing distinct cultural levels in the 
Negro population of the South today.” °° 

When it is remembered that the ante-bellum plantation was 
usually a small and closely knit community in which/ndividuals, 
both white and black, were brought up with a prospect of lifelong 
association with each other, then it is realized how the plantation 
offered very much the same sort of human experience that the 
family represents/It was an association lasting not for just a few 
years, as in modern industry with its high labor turnover, nor 
even so few as the years of association between parents and 
children before the latter go off to establish homes of their own, 
but usually for life. The content of such an experience was bound 
to be very personal and intimate, the sort of experience of unique 
relationships which gave a sense of “belonging.’/One “belonged” 
to this group to a degree that made conspiracy and concerted 
revolt exceptional.Jt was a sense of belonging which even came 
to be expressed in terms of kinship. The impression one gets from 
talking to old Negroes who have known slavery is that this was 
really the sense in which slaves commonly regarded themselves 
as belonging to a master. It was not “belonging” as the law de- 
fined it. 

It was a sense of the sort of belonging which also gave the slave 
a feeling of proprietorship over the master and his family as 
expressed in the idea of “our white folks.” It was an idea express- 
ing/feudal reciprocity and protectioy, a relationship still effec- 
tively functioning between whites and Negroes. In the Missis- 
sippi Delta, says Cohn: 


Every plantation Negro—and many Negroes of the towns—has his 
“white folks” to whom he looks for protection when he violates the law. 
“Whose nigger are you?” is frequently the first question asked by a 
magistrate when a Negro is brought before him. If he is Mr. Brown’s 
nigger and Mr. Brown is an important man in the community, the 
Negro may be let off lightly or not be sentenced at all. If he is Mr. Black’s 
nigger and Mr. Black is a man of no importance, the Negro will receive 
harsher treatment. If he has no white folks at all his fate is in the lap 
of the gods.*! 


Paralleling the tendency on the part of the slaves to laud their 
“white folks” there was a tendency on the part of members of 
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the master family to excuse the faults and delinquencies of their 
Negroes. Thacker says, “In our part of the world, a mistress be- 
came offended if the faults of her servants were alluded to, just 
as persons become displeased when the faults of their children 
are discussed.” 32 Evidently in such a situation as this the slave 
was an integral part of the master’s life. Within the plantation 
there was a reciprocal accommodation of the races, and what 
prejudice existed was expressed toward the free Negro rather 
than toward the slave/ The masterless Negro was a dangerous 
Negro, just as the dangerous dog is the dog without a master. The 
free Negro, like the present-day Negro in the South without 
“white folks,” or without some white patron, represented that 
vague and feared category the Negro. For it has never been true 
that the white man in the South knows the Negro; it is more exact 
to say, as James Weldon Johnson has pointed out, that the South- 
ern white man knows Negroes: “that is, he knows Jim and Dan 
and Uncle Eph and Uncle Mose and Aunt Chloe and Aunt Sue.” 
These Negroes are “darkies”; male Negroes without white folks 
are “buck niggers.” 


vil 


Not physical and social isolation merely but co-operative ac- 
tivity within the physical structure of the plantation determines 
its culture and its social organization. Social organization is the 
organization of distances and of differences between individuals 
and groups. It exists for the purpose of controlling and directing 
the activities of individuals in order to bring about corporate 
action. Teggart speaks of culture as the result of a process of 
“cultivation.” 3% When applied to a plantation community the 
expression is peculiarly appropriate for it links together land, 
agriculture, and culture. By the process of cultivation, or the 
cultural process, is meant the process by which the people who 
compose a community acquire, not so much opinions, as folkways 
and mores. It is a process which goes on beneath the level of 
public consciousness in the more intimate contacts and conflicts 
of persons and groups. 

Day by day, season by season, and year by year the object of 
common activity and a chief bond between the various elements 
on the plantation is the crop. From seedtime to harvest, each 
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season brings its round of activities.*4 Individuals, of course, de- 
velop the habits appropriate to their divisions of labor in connec- 
tion with these activities, but what is more important is the fact 
that co-operative activities deposit in individuals a common ex- 
perience. Originally of different race and culture these individu- 
als are united for the immediate purpose at hand, and the result 
is, eventually, anew and common culture. It is the sort of experi- 
ence for which “we” and “our” are the appropriate expressions. 
Writing of the plantation upon which she grew up, Page Thacker 
speaks of “the manner of our servants [slaves] identifying them- 
selves with the master and his possessions, always speaking of “our 
horses,’ ‘our cows,’ ‘our crop,’ ‘our mill,’ ‘our blacksmith shop,’ 
‘our carriage,’ ‘our black people.’ ” °° 

An essential part of human culture is a language held in com- 
mon and evolved by those who have to deal with others in carry- 
ing on a common life. Indeed, the culture may be said to be 
contained in a language whose meanings are the same for all. 
“Communication by spoken word,” says Malinowski, “is indis- 
pensable for any concerted activity and enters into all aspects of 
culture as a working element.” °° 

Now the sort of language that arises to meet the needs of the 
individuals originally representing different language groups 
who have come together, or have been brought together, must 
be understood against the background of the particular sort of 
activities in which they are engaged. These activities depend, of 
course, upon the purpose for which the individuals concerned 
have come together. Where the purpose is to buy and to sell, 
there may result a language of business, like Chinook or Pidgin, 
adapted to the activities and embodying the meanings of buying 
and selling. But where the purpose is industrial rather than com- 
mercial, where production requires the co-ordinated efforts of 
numbers of men, language becomes an even more important 
instrument for securing unified action. In a political organization 
like that of the plantation there is the further fact that purposes 
and directions have to be communicated from a higher class to 
a lower class, from a planter to a laborer. In this, the plantation 
situation resembles that of a military organization. Unified action 
is secured in a situation in which officers are accustomed to give 
orders and common soldiers are accustomed to take them. On 
Southern plantations the language in which orders were given, 
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modified and simplified, became the language in which orders 
were received. It was a language of command, and it resulted 
in what students of language have called a Creole language.*” 

A Creole language arises in politically controlled groups in 
colonial areas, in an atmosphere of authority and obedience, 
where masters “talk down” to those under them. Of one such 
language, a dialect spoken by Negroes along the coast of South 
Carolina and Georgia, Johnson writes: “This strange dialect turns 
out to be little more than the peasant English of two centuries 
ago, modified to meet the needs of the slaves. From Midland and 
Southern England came planters, artisans, shopkeepers, inden- 
tured servants, all of whom had more or less contact with the 
slaves, and the speech of these poorer white folk was so rustic 
that their more cultured countrymen had difficulty in under- 
standing them. From this peasant speech and from the ‘baby talk’ 
used by masters in addressing them, the Negroes developed that 
dialect, sometimes known as Gullah, which remains the charac- 
teristic feature of the culture of the Negroes of coastal South 
Carolina and Georgia.” 3° 

“It is not generally known,” says Whitney, “that in some parts 
of the South, “befo’ de wah,’ every large plantation had its own 
individual dialect. So distinct were these that a planter, by engag- 
ing a Negro in conversation, could tell at once who was his owner, 
or, as he would be likely to express it, whether he belonged to 
Poshee, Indian Field, Woodlawn, Saracen’s, Mexico, etc., these 
being the names of some of the plantations where the dialects 
were distinct.” °° 

During the period of the foreign slave trade, and for a long 
time after, all the Negroes on Southern plantations must have 
spoken a language very similar to Gullah or to Gombo, the Creole 
dialect of Louisiana. But where the plantations and farms were 
smaller than they were in the rice and sugar areas and where 
relations between whites and blacks were closer, language as- 
similation became much more complete, and purely local dia- 
lects were more or less destroyed. 

More important than dialect, however, is the fact that the 
language of the situation was a language of command. Fanny 
Kemble and other observers from outside the South have noted 
the whites’ “habitual tone of command.” This fact becomes very 
important when it is recognized that language not only expresses 
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thought but also determines thought because, as Mead often 
pointed out in his writings, through language we address our- 
selves “in terms of the common ideas and functions which an 
organized society makes possible.” 4° This means that language 
is bound up with the system of social control. With its acquisition 
there tends to develop at the same time an acceptance of the 
situation. The meanings of the terms of the language develop in 
the general atmosphere of authority and against the background 
of cooperative activity involved in agricultural production. As 
this takes place, authority and obedience are determined more 
by moral and less by material factors. Henceforth the force which 
controls is that which those who are controlled themselves in 
large part supply. The plantation gets a Sittlichkeit wherein the 
relations between planter and laborer come to be regarded by 
both as an entirely normal and even inevitable condition of 
things. Inequality is assumed as part of the established order and 
both planter and laborer acquiesce in the arrangements and ac- 
commodate themselves to them. 

It is in the sort of literature in which the slave plantation’s 
fundamental quality of naturalness is revealed that some insight 
into the culture of plantation society is gained. Its culture is 
suggested, for example, so far as the Negro slave element of that 
society is concerned, in such a document as that written by 
“Monk” Lewis, an Englishman, on the occasion of his visit in the 
early part of the nineteenth century to his plantation in Jamaica 
which he had never seen. The following passages are quoted 
from his Journal: 


After reaching the lodging-house at Savannah la Mar, a remarkably 
clean-looking negro lad presented himself with some water and a towel: 
I concluded him to belong to the inn; and, on my returning the towel, 
as he found that I took no notice of him, he at length ventured to 
introduce himself by saying,—“Massa not know me; me your slave!” 
—and really the sound made me feel a pang at the heart. The lad 
appeared all gaiety and good humor, and his whole countenance ex- 
pressed anxiety to recommend himself to my notice; but the word 
“slave” seemed to imply, that, although he did feel pleasure then in 
serving me, if he had detested me he must have served me still. I really 
felt quite humiliated at the moment, and was tempted to tell him. “Do 
not say that again; say that you are my negro, but do not call yourself 
my slave.” 

As I was returning this morning from Montego Bay, about a mile from 


The Physical Basis of Traditional Race Relations 107 


my own estate, a figure presented itself before me, I really think the 
most picturesque that I ever beheld: it was a mulatto girl, born upon 
Cornwall, but whom the overseer of a neighboring estate had obtained 
my permission to exchange for another slave, as well as two little chil- 
dren, whom she had born to him; but, as yet, he had been unable to 
procure a substitute, owing to the difficulty of purchasing single 
negroes, and Mary Wiggins is still my slave. However, as she is consid- 
ered as being manumitted, she had not dared to present herself at 
Cornwall on my arrival, lest she should have been considered as an 
intruder; but she now threw herself in my way to tell me how glad she 
was to see me, for that she had always thought till now (which is the 
general complaint) that “she had no massa’; and also to obtain a regular 
invitation to my negro festival tomorrow. By this universal complaint, 
it appears that, while Mr. Wilberforce is lamenting their hard fate in 
being subject to a master, their greatest fear is the not having a master 
whom they know; and that to be told by the negroes of another estate 
that “they belong to no massa,” is one of the most contemptuous re- 
proaches that can be cast upon them.?! 


In much of the literature of plantation society what is actually 
said is usually not nearly so interesting or so revealing as what 
is taken for granted; the culture is most significantly shown by 
what can be read between the lines. It is for this reason that such 
a document as “The Diary of a Young Man of Fashion in 1850” 
is so important.*? It is the diary of Lestant Prudhomme, a young 
man who lived on his father’s plantation near Natchitoches, 
Louisiana. While studying law he kept a diary in order to train 
himself to write fluently in English as his family was of French 
descent. Behind his gossipy remarks, his comments on the 
weather, and the goings and comings of his daily life, one can 
glimpse a culture in which there was a strong sense of house, of 
kinsmen, and of firm ties that went back, ultimately, to the land. 
It was a society where cousins counted, and where there was a 
great deal of visiting back and forth. A member of one of these 
families was almost as much at home in the home of a cousin as 
he was in the home of his parents. But especially noticeable was 
the absence of any definite interracial mood. Lyle Saxon says of 
young Prudhomme: 


He has lived on a plantation all his life, and is so accustomed to the 
goings and comings of the negro slaves that he never mentions them, 
except in the most casual way; one would think he did not see them 
at all. And yet we know that he had his own personal servant, a body- 
servant so-called, who awakened him in the morning by bringing coffee 


108 Plantation Societies, Race Relations, and the South 


to his bed, who did the thousand and one things which he wished done, 
and who accompanied him frequently on his trips over the country. 
Never once does he tell us of this man. . . . The negroes did not exist, 
as far as he was concerned, any more than the furniture around him. 
They were part of the picture. One would never know that they were 
there, except for the occasional mention of buying or selling them.** 


Prudhomme’s diary discloses the planter’s assumption of su- 
periority and mastership with a patrician’s quietude. These as- 
sumptions were the overtones of his type and character. 

The quality of naturalness appears again and from another 
direction in the letters and reports of the succession of overseers 
on the slave plantation of President Polk in Mississippi. Of the 
letters of one of these overseers Bassett says: 


We have gone far enough into the plantation life as depicted in Bean- 
land’s letters to understand that slavery was just slavery. It was neither 
the thing of horror the abolitionists thought nor the benign institution 
its defenders depicted. It was a relation whereby men who had work 
to be done got workers to do it. From the standpoint of the laborers 
it was a form of service in which men worked and got the sustenance 
that their masters decided necessary for their wants. Beanland had no 
delusions about slavery. He seems to have had no idea that it was an 
institution. With him it was only a question of Jack, Ben, Caesar, and 
Gilbert. For them he did what good mastership demanded, make them 
obey, fed and clothed them, and tried to get them “to make a crop” 
for his employer, contending all the while against the uncertainties of 
season and health.*4 


Of course not all planters and overseers took their positions 
and their relations with their Negro slaves for granted. And, of 
course, not all slaves accepted their lot without protest. They did 
sometimes plot, rebel, and run away. The plantation system pro- 
duced its disturbing elements which could neither be assimilated 
nor thrown out. But the documentary evidence points clearly to 
the fact that before the Civil War a plantation culture had been 
achieved. As a result of that war, slavery was swept away, but the 
habits and attitudes of racial accommodation implicit in the slave 
system have not entirely been destroyed. In spite of the fact that 
economic and social changes in the plantation South since eman- 
cipation have been many and of great consequence, these 
changes must not be exaggerated. Underneath all, the old planta- 
tion pattern continues on in the so-called New South. Even the 
divergent tendencies have to be understood against the back- 
ground of this pattern. 
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The isolation of plantation life and activities established social 
and personality types such as that of the planter, the overseer, 
“Uncle Remus,” “Uncle Tom,” the driver, the mammy, the field 
hand, etc. The traits of the type were possessed by individuals 
who were, on the whole, not dissatisfied or ashamed of their roles. 
Otherwise they would not have constituted types. After the abo- 
lition of slavery, however, as an incident of mobility and freedom, 
Negroes began to depart from type, a change which whites re- 
sented and tried, in various ways, to prevent. It was because of 
this departure that the old type was idealized. In the Jeff Davis 
Museum in Richmond, Virginia, there was formerly an exhibit 
dedicated to the “old-time Negro who is rapidly passing away.” 
It was a scene on a plantation where Negroes were going about 
their business and were happy and content.*° 

However, the old-time Negro, or at least the characteristics of 
the old-time Negro, persisted in the post-bellum South. After the 
Civil War and the abolition of slavery those Negroes who had 
been slaves moved around a good deal but remained, for the 
most part, on the land and formed a class of peasant farmers. 
Those Negroes who had been free before the War, or who in 
other ways had been favored by reason of education or natural 
ability, assumed racial leadership and gravitated to the cities of 
both the South and the North if they were not already in them. 
These urban Negroes have since been joined by a rather consid- 
erable migration of Negroes from rural areas and from villages 
and towns. As they entered new trades, occupations, and profes- 
sions in the cities, and as they became a factor in industry, they 
developed new conceptions of themselves and acquired new 
personalities and new so-called racial traits. With the coming of 
these new types, the Negro who remained on the plantation 
became, by contrast, “the plantation Negro.” 

At a time when urban Negroes were becoming sophisticated 
and race conscious and developing the mannerisms that go with 
city life their brothers, engaged on the plantations in the crudest 
forms of unskilled labor, remained naive and unsophisticated. 
That is, they continued to behave more or less without conscious- 
ness of the comment which their folk behavior excited in the 
minds of others. They have continued to behave in such a way 
as to reveal immediately the isolated world of the plantation to 
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which they belong. This is not merely the behavior of the rustic; 
it is also the behavior of a member of a race who knows and 
accepts his place and conducts himself deferentially toward his 
“betters” of the other race. 

Even in the heart of the plantation South, observers have no- 
ticed the difference between the Negroes in the towns and the 
Negroes on the plantations, a difference sufficient to make town 
Negroes appear to one observer as almost “of another race.” 


The “town Negroes” are markedly different. In Vicksburg I know of 
Negroes acting successfully as ministers, teachers, physicians, and den- 
tists to their own race, and to both races as trained nurses, cooks, nurse- 
maids, plumbers, carpenters, plasterers, dressmakers, store clerks, mail 
carriers, chauffeurs, mechanics, painters and paperhangers, brick ma- 
sons, and truck drivers. .. . 

One of my cooks was an interesting example of the difference be- 
tween “field Negroes” and “town Negroes.” Effie had been born on a 
plantation, but at the age of six she was taken to Vicksburg by the 
daughter of the planter for whom her mother worked, and brought up 
as the playmate of a little white girl. This meant that she was kept 
seasonably and neatly dressed, shared the meals of her little charge, 
played with the same toys, learned to read and write at the same time, 
had attention paid to her speech and manners, and for ten years was 
exposed to all the influences of a refined and pleasant home. I some- 
times saw Effie’s mother and sisters when they trudged in from the 
country, typical, dull, awkward, ugly, slovenly field Negroes. But Effie 
was immaculate in her person and clothing, dainty and attractive in 
appearance and carriage, intelligent, courteous, able to read simple 
books, and to write and spell fully as well as the average ten-year-old 
public-school child, an advanced degree of erudition for a Mississippi 
Negro. The difference in environment and training made Effie seem 
of another race from her “cornfield relations.” 4° 


The plantation as an institution, like every other institution, 
tends to pass over into, and become a part of, the personal life 
of its individual members. It becomes a state of mind. As a state 
of mind, a feudal attitude, and a pattern of race relations, the 
plantation may live on apart from its physical structure long after 
its legal and constitutional foundations have been radically 
changed. T. S. Matthews contributes an authentic story which 
exhibits the plantation in the heart of New York City. 


Two old darkies, a man and his wife, have come to New York to look 
for a job. They have lived on a Southern plantation all of their lives and 
the city and its ways are strange to them. Someone has told them that 
the best thing to do is to go to an employment agency. 
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They stand before the desk in the office, and give their names and 
addresses. The man is asked what kind of work he is accustomed to. 

“Well, suh,” he says, “mos’ly I looks foh Massa’s specs.” 

The employment agent stares at him, and then turns to the old 
woman. 

“What can you do?” 

“Mos’ly I shoos de flies off Missus.” 47 


For whites and Negroes who have once been a part of the 
plantation tradition the past is an involuntary foundation and on 
it, whether they wish to or not, they have to build.4® Both the 
white and Negro types of the present appear to be outgrowths 
and transformations of earlier types. They range all the way from 
the white so-called “professional Southerner,” who believes that 
the past was better than the present and who is most in character 
when outside the South where there are none over whom he can 
be master, to the so-called New Negro who is in conscious rebel- 
lion against the stigma of everything associated with the planta- 
tion. The New Negro is not merely a different but an opposite 
Negro, opposite from the “plantation Negro,” or at least strug- 
gling to become so.*® Unlike the plantation Negro, who in his 
relationship with whites ordinarily acts in terms of personal ex- 
pectations and obligations, the New Negro, living in a more for- 
mal and secondary world, is concerned about his rights. He is 
concerned about his rights because rights are connected with 
status and his status is uncertain and precarious. In various social 
and race movements he is trying to achieve another primary 
order in which he can again feel at home. In the meantime he 
is taking the struggle for his rights back to the plantations of the 
South and making fresh attacks upon a system which already is 
upon the defensive. 
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The planter in the West Indies stereotype 
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The Plantation as a Race-Making 
Situation 


The plantation is a form of organization producing staple crops 
for an outside, usually an overseas, market. Severe international 
competition has tended to press heavily on production costs, 
especially labor costs, and plantation labor has been recruited 
halfway around the world. Almost every plantation society has 
put some new combination of men to work—generally, but not 
always, under white planters or overseers. Thus, one characteris- 
tic of the plantation is a labor problem which tends eventually 
to be defined also as a race problem. The plantation is a race- 
making situation. 

When the planter begins to import an industrial army of occu- 
pation and to settle it upon the land, the characteristic outlines 
of the plantation begin to appear. The plantation is first a settle- 
ment institution; it is a form of camp capitalism on an island or 
at the edge of a settlement where free land is to be had but which 
is still accessible to the market. In the South the planter imported 
his labor first from England, then from Africa, and did with it 
about as he pleased without reference to the native mores. In 
Hawaii, on the other hand, he had to take the wishes of the 
monarch into account and bring in only what were called peoples 
“cognate” to the Hawaiian peoples, i.e., Gilbert Islanders and 
then Chinese. In such places as Hawaii where the planters were 
unable to continue their original contractual controls over im- 
ported laborers, such laborers left the plantations upon the expi- 
ration of their contracts and set up intermediate businesses in the 


SOURCE In Leonard Broom and Phillip Selznick, Sociology: A Text With 
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towns and cities, businesses too small for members of the planter 
class to bother with. Their ranks were filled by new importees, 
perhaps from another country. 

In Virginia there was a succession from white indentured serv- 
ants from England to African Negroes, but here the succession 
of ethnics stopped. The African slave trade was never large 
enough to satisfy the demand, and after 1808 by provision of the 
Constitution the legal importation of Negro slaves was forbidden. 
Under the circumstances the supply of plantation labor had to 
be maintained, if it was to be maintained at all, by preventing 
the children of the Negroes from responding to the ordinary 
opportunities for upward mobility presented by the frontier. 
Lifelong servitude began with the second generation. Slavery 
was calculated to keep a Negro in a state of perpetual childhood, 
to keep him tied to a master wherever the master might go 
rather than to a particular piece of land, and to keep him and 
his offspring in their place forever. Slavery was the Southern 
analogue of Hawaii’s labor succession. 

Slavery, and other forms of forced labor similar to it, brought 
with it problems of control which the idea of race measurably 
solved so far as the planter was concerned. The naked force of 
the planter was never sufficient to keep men working at low 
place. There had to develop some kind of myth, like race, which 
not only those who ruled but those who are ruled accepted. It was 
not sufficient to assert the superiority of the white man and the 
inferiority of the black man; it was much more important to 
persuade the black man to accept the allegation of his own inferi- 
ority. This is what the idea of race achieved. In the situation the 
idea of race did not exist merely to effect a separation between 
peoples; it did this incident to its major function of control. As 
the cultural differences between whites and Negroes receded, 
visible physical differences loomed larger to become the chief 
marks around which to organize doctrines and beliefs of deeper 
biological differences. 

Before World War II Japanese plantation authorities and plant- 
ers in Taiwan [Formosa] had a very low opinion of the Chinese 
laborers on the large sugar estates there. “They were lazy, they 
were untrustworthy, they were irresponsible.” These are the 
same statements that white planters in the South make about 
their Negro tenants and sharecroppers and have long made 
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about Negroes generally. In Taiwan the principal parties were 
neither white nor Negro. Instead they were people whom we in 
America are disposed to classify together as Orientals. All this 
suggests that conceptions of race, under whatever name, are not 
conceptions necessarily brought to the situation out of the white 
man’s culture and put into force by the white planter. The 
suggestion is strong here that the idea of race is a situational 
imperative, if it is not there to begin with, it tends to develop in 
a plantation society because it is a useful, maybe necessary, prin- 
ciple of control. In Virginia the plantation took two peoples origi- 
nally differentiated as Christian and heathen, and before the first 
century was over it had made two races. 


e6e 


Language and Race Relations 


I 


Consideration of the connection between language and race 
immediately calls to mind the work of Friedrich Miller during 
the second half of the nineteenth century on the Aryan tongues.! 
Miller indirectly and unwittingly helped establish, particularly 
in Germany, the idea of an Aryan race by accepting language as 
a basis of racial classification because it seemed to him other 
criteria had proved unsatisfactory. Even without such scholarly 
support, however, the assumption that “of one tongue” is the 
same as “of one blood” was and continues to be a rather wide- 
spread one. It is very natural that this should seem to be so, for 
the observation of speech regularities in different human group- 
ings is one of the most elementary of all observations. “Habitua- 
tion to a given type of speech,” said Veblen, “comes to do duty 
as a conventional mark of racial derivation. A certain (virtual) 
uniformity of habit is taken to mean a uniformity of hereditary 
endowment.” 2 The ear classifies and gives unity to the speech 
that is heard as the eye classifies and gives unity to the physical 
traits that are seen. 

The symbolizing of group membership is a normal function of 
language but otherwise it has, since Miiller’s day, been found to 
be as unsatisfactory as many other criteria for the scientific clas- 
sification of race. It is, however, becoming more and more impor- 
tant in the study and understanding of race relations. In his 
various writings and lectures Robert E. Park implicitly if not 
explicitly raised the question as to the extent to which the prob- 
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lems of sociology, many of them at any rate, result from an inade- 
quate analysis of the nature of communication, language, and 
thought. Park shared with Dewey, Mead, Cooley, and others the 
view that human society is dependent upon the development of 
communication, especially language, for its distinctive form of 
organization, but he seemed to feel that in its group-defining and 
relation-defining function language went far beyond this general 
discovery. This paper attempts to bring together some of what 
I remember from Dr. Park’s lectures, the work of my own stu- 
dents and friends,® and materials I have gathered from an inter- 
esting body of literature on the so-called expediency languages 4 
to suggest what seems to be the real nature of the connection 
between language and race relations. 

In most general texts on language there will be found a chapter 
or a few pages on what are variously termed emergency, helping, 
make-shift, mongrel, sabir, auxiliary, compromise, mixed, bro- 
kendown, bastard, minimum, marginal, hodgepodge, automatic, 
pidgin, or creole languages. The chapter or pages usually will be 
found toward the back of the book, and often the reader feels 
that some discussion of this “baby talk of mankind” is included 
only in the interest of comprehensiveness rather than from a 
sense of its importance. Often it is not mentioned at all. It may 
be, however, that a clearer conception of the nature and function 
of language can come through the back doors by way of these 
low status tongues rather than through the established and re- 
spectable literary languages such as Greek and English. For these 
tongues are not mere linguistic freaks with quaint and curious 
ways of saying oe the contrary, they seem to lay bare 
elementary processes Of communication and group formation. 
Moreover, they contribute to, if they do not actually determine, 
the differentiation of peoples in contact into opposing groups 
identifying each other as racial groups. \They should, therefore, 
enable us better to understand the process of sociological race- 
making. 

For convenience, and because the term is as good as any, I 
propose to refer to these languages as emergency languages.® 
Some general statements can be made about them. They are 
languages of the frontier where men of different physiognomies, 
cultures, and vocabularies meet for the first time and for some 


practical purpose. They have to be simple and inclusive enough 
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to be learned by everyone subject to a situation which is new to 
them and perhaps new to the world. Their formation thus 
becomes an expression of, and a device for, social change. They 
are not, therefore, “complete” such as are the languages of the 
metropolis which must serve the needs of numerous occupa- 
tional groups and social classes living close together.® There is in 
the emergency languages relatively little connective tissue be- 
tween the words, and in this respect they differ markedly, of 
course, from the “tapeworm languages,” as Rudolf Flesch calls 
them, such as English, German, and Latin. They are not origi- 
nally languages of state, school, or church and are likely to be 
opposed by the authorities in these institutions. However, under 
the influence of nationalism, they later may officially be accepted 
and even encouraged. 

The emergency languages are not originally literate languages 
since those who use them are not consciously concerned with 
transmitting a record of their traditions and achievements to 
posterity. They are the languages of men who talk rather than 
write, of men who must communicate with each other under 
stress of necessity. They serve the needs of the immediate pres- 
ent and are not oriented as yet toward a past and a future. Hence 
they are languages of action stressing quick, short words used in 
the present tense. Unlike the eyebound languages of the literate 
peoples, those who use the emergency languages catch them on 
the fly by ear. They are not just local dialects of the established 
languages. They are not fossil languages such as Latin or Sanskrit, 
and they are not hot-house languages such as Basic English, Es- 
peranto, or Volapiik. On the contrary, they are living languages 
at work, and each has to be understood in terms of the situation 
in which it arises and which it in turn helps define. An important 
consideration is the fact that they sometimes grow up within the 
lifetime of single individuals who later are able to tell the story 
of their formation and growth. The origin of the established lan- 
guages, on the other hand, may be lost in antiquity. 


II 


Languages have been classified by scholars in several different 
ways and for several different purposes. There are genetic clas- 
sifications and there are morphological classifications, each more 
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or less adequate for the purposes of those linguists and philolo- 
gists who study language apart from social situations and apart 
from its users, but not adequate for the purposes of sociologists 
who are concerned with language in the context of society. The 
sociology of language will develop its principle or principles of 
classification from the standpoint of the place and function of 
language in society. Dr. Park was fond of quoting Dewey’s state- 
ment that “society not only continues to exist by transmission, 
by communication, but it may fairly be said to exist in transmis- 
sion, in communication.” 7 Communication establishes commu- 
nity in the sense that the members of the group come to under- 
stand things in the same way. Communication, according to 
Dewey, is the experience of meaning, and meaning is the com- 
mon property which a symbol acquires when it is significant in 
the same way to all who use it. Thus what the sociologist has to 
discover is: What are the conditions under which consciousness 
of meaning attaching to certain vocal gestures and symbols 
arises? What are these meanings or systems of meanings? Using 
meaning as a principle of classification, what significant distinc- 
tions not exhibited by linguistic and philological classifications 
can be arrived at? ® A consideration of language in relation to 
collective action and to the situation in which collective action 
is framed may suggest answers to these and similar questions. 

“Action is first,” Dr. Park said in one of his papers, “but the 
effect of action is to create an action pattern.” ° It may be sug- 
gested that action gets patterned as it gets into the language or 
as the language gets into it. Permanence of the pattern neces- 
sarily means that there has to be machinery for making each 
member of the group continually aware of the expectations of 
other members upon him and for inducing in him some sense 
of obligation to meet these expectations. Grace DeLaguna was 
one of the first to make clear the place of language as “the great 
medium through which human cooperation is brought about,” !° 
for the terms of the language signal the expectations of others 
and cue the performance of one’s own obligations. Language 
thus orchestrates the different behaviors of individuals toward 
the achievement of common goals and purposes. The process was 
documented by Malinowski in his account of the activities of a 
fishing expedition in the Trobriand Islands. I think the account 
is worth quoting at length: 
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. . . Let us follow up a party of fishermen on a coral lagoon, spying for 
a shoal of fish, trying to imprison them in an enclosure of large nets, 
and to drive them into small net-bags. . . . 

The canoes glide slowly and noiselessly, punted by men especially 
good at this task and always used for it. Other experts who know the 
bottom of the lagoon with its plant and animal life are on the lookout 
for fish. One of them sights the quarry. Customary signs, or sounds or 
words are uttered. Sometimes a sentence full of technical references 
to the channels or patches on the lagoon has to be spoken; sometimes 
when the shoal is near and the task of trapping is simple, a conventional 
cry is uttered not too loudly. Then, the whole fleet stops and ranges 
itself—every canoe and every man in it performing his appointed task 
—according to a customary routine. But, of course, the men, as they 
act, utter now and then a sound expressing keeness in the pursuit or 
impatience at some technical difficulty, joy of achievement or disap- 
pointment at failure. Again, a word of command is passed here and 
there, a technical expression or explanation which serves to harmonise 
their behaviour towards other men. The whole group acts in a con- 
certed manner, determined by old tribal tradition and perfectly famil- 
iar to the actors through life-long experience. Some men in the canoes 
cast the wide encircling nets into the water, others plunge, and wading 
through the shallow lagoon, drive the fish into the nets. Others again 
stand by with small nets, ready to catch the fish. An animated scene 
full of movement follows, and now that the fish are in their power the 
fishermen speak loudly, and give vent to their feelings. Short, telling 
exclamations fly about, which might be rendered by such words as: 
“Pull in,” “Let go,” “Shift further,” “Lift the net”; or again technical 
expressions completely untranslatable except by minute description of 
the instruments used, and of the mode of action.!! 


Nt is apparent that what we have reached in our argument is 
consciousness of meaning attached to vocal gestures for the pur- 
pose of enabling individuals to coordinate their activities. “Each 
utterance,’ Malinowski goes on to say, “is essentially bound up 
with the context of situation.” Indeed it is, but what makes possi- 
ble the use of meaning as a principle of language classification 
is the observation that communication requires or involves some 
shift in meaning with each shift in the “context of situation.” It 
is the situation that presents the background against which men 
are set to act together, but the situation, as Thomas taught us long 
ago, requires definition. Men must have a more or less clear 
conception of the conditions they have to cope with as they 
undertake to act together for particular purposes. The terms of 
the language acquire meaning in terms of the situation and 
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meaning in turn helps complete or “define” the situation.!? Is it 
possible to identify types of meaning-situations each with its ap- 
propriate language? 

Some of them have been identified and named, but the classifi- 
cation and analysis are far from complete. Without presuming 
to close the list I wish to call attention to three types of meaning- 
languages to which reference is made under one name or an- 
other in the literature.'* I shall call them we-languages, trade 
languages, and command languages. All three of these languages 
may utilize the vocabulary of a single national tongue—English, 
for instance—in, say, the conversation in the family cir circle, the 
impersonal business letter, and the » military order of a reg of a regimental 
commander, It is conceivable that many of the same words may 
be used in these three situations but their meanings in context 
are so different that they may be said to be three different lan- 
guages. Much the same vocabulary may be used but there may 
be no effective intersituational communication; as we say, people 
“talk past” each other. On the other hand, speaking the same 
“language” is not necessarily the same thing as speaking the same 
tongue, that is, using the same vocabulary. The common mean- 
ings and feelings of friendship, kinship, and other relationships 
of intimacy may be expressed, of course, in countless vocabular- 
ies. However, the meaning-languages do tend to become sepa- 
rated into different vocabularies when people of different cul- 
tural and speech backgrounds come together in the same 
territory and have to cooperate to carry on a common life. 

There is an interesting example of this in the Reminiscences 
of Carl Schurz in which this eminent German-American com- 
pared the language of his fatherland with that of his adopted 
country: 


I have often been asked in which language I preferred to think and 
write. I always answered that this depended on the subject, the pur- 
pose, and'the occasion. On the whole, I preferred the English language 
for public speaking, partly on account of the simplicity of its syntactic 
construction, and partly because the pronunciation of the consonants 
is mechanically easier and less fatiguing to the speaker. I have preferred 
it also for the discussion of political subjects and of business affairs 
because of its full and precise terminology. But for the discussion of 
philosophical matters, for poetry, and for familiar, intimate conversa- 
tion I have preferred the German. And beyond this, I have found that 
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about certain subjects, or with certain persons who understood both 
English and German equally well, I would rather speak in English or 
in German, as the case might be, without clearly knowing the reason 
why. It was a matter of feeling which cannot be exactly defined.'4 


Of course, Carl Schurz preferred his native German for the 
discussion of philosophical matters, for poetry, and for familiar 
intimate conversation, and he preferred English for public and 
business affairs, but perhaps not for the reasons he gave. If the 
situation had been reversed, if he had been an American of 
English-speaking parents who adopted Germany as his home- 
land, he probably would have viewed the comparative uses and 
advantages of German and English differently. In an analogous 
situation Henriqueta Chamberlain, during her childhood in Por- 
tuguese-speaking Brazil, viewed English in very much the same 
way Schurz regarded German. She wrote: “I was convinced that 
English was a sacred language. I heard it spoken only by my 
missionary parents and friends. It was quite a shock to me when 
I first heard an American businessman casually speaking Eng- 
lishar 25 


Ill 


These statements suggest that the prototype of the we-lan- 
guage is the lingua madre, the language of one’s mother. One 
has only one real mother-tongue as one has only one real mother. 
Bilingual individuals such as Carl Schurz and Henriqueta Cham- 
berlain in the personal and intimate situation are inclined to 
revert to the vocabulary in which the earliest block of memories 
and sentiments is stored, that is, to the language learned in the 
bosom of the family. It is the language into which many bilingual 
persons find it pleasant to fall back into for rest after prolonged 
and tiring use of the second speech. It is particularly worthy of 
note that language in this situation is, in addition to the active, 
referential function it possesses and which Malinowski’s account 
illustrates, also in some considerable measure, an end in itself. 
Man is a chattering animal, and his chattering is not only a socia- 
ble kind of noise, “‘the grateful sign of kindred presence,” but in 
the family it comes to be charged with sentiment and with pa- 
thos. Pronunciation, or the tune of the language, is important 
here. In their helpless way children cannot avoid naively and 
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literally imitating both the words and the tune of the language 
model set before them by their parents and elders. This pronun- 
ciation and intonation tends to become the folk norm of correct 
speech and to become linked with the warmer feelings of trust- 
fulness, devotion, and gratitude toward one’s parents. 

(Any small group, if its members are squeezed together tightly 
enough and over a long enough period of time, will tend to 
reproduce the roles and behaviors of family members regardless 
of age and sex composition and to generate a meaning-language 
appropriate to primary group relationships. As the group sets 
itself against other groups its members discover in their sl shared 
experiences something valuable which they wish to preserve. 
They tend to think of themselves in terms they do not ordinarily 
apply to others out there. “We” have spiritual and human quali- 
ties and needs; “they” have only physical and material qualities 
and needs. Individuals in our group are particularized and 
treated as ends in themselves, and our language expresses _the 
subtleties and nuances of the relationships between them. It is 
not just a language; it is our language, the language of human 
beings. The language of those outside, or what they call a lan- 
guage, is the language of people who babble and answer to silly 
names; they are barbarians even when they use much the same 
vocabulary. But in our language we know ourselves as brothers 
and sisters or as comrades or as fellow countrymen. In it we make 
love and say our prayers,’ and in it, too, is written our poetry, 
our oratory, and our history. It is a common observation that the 
sentiment of nationalism and the sentiment of language go 


together. At the time we discover our people, we discover at that 


same time the language of our people, and the continuing life 
of one is bound up in the continuing life of the other. 





One may resent the use of the we-language on the part of an | 


outsider regarded as an inferior person, a servant or a slave, thus 
making it a snob language and using it as a principle of exclusion. 


In Indonesia it formerly “was considered an impertinence for a | 


native to speak Dutch,” !7 and in South Africa, according to Mau- 


rice S. Evans, “many English-speaking colonists seem to have a | 


repugnance to hearing the natives using the English language, 


and go so far as to decline to carry on a conversation in it.” 18 


The attitude of the Christian missionary on the frontier is just 
the opposite. Desiring to extend into native tribal life the high 
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values of his faith, he faces a language problem very different 
from that of the administrator, planter, or trader. How can he 
translate the abstract concepts and values of his religion into 
terms comprehensible to the natives? He can organize schools 
for religious instruction in English, French, German, or Spanish 
and he has done this but at the cost of considerable effort, time, 
and money. He can try to put his message into the emergency 
language of the area but, as Margaret Mead has pointed out, “the 
gentler doctrines of Christianity, in pidgin, become obscured or 
smothered under words which are coined by missionaries and 
have no native equivalent to give them body. . . . When the 
missionaries preach and translate the Bible into pidgin, they 
make some effort to smooth out the crudities of the language, but 
in the hands of the boys these all crop up again.” 1° So the funda- 
mental solution of the problem requires the missionary to move 
into the native speech, into the heart of the we-language. Bridg- 
ing the vocabulary gap missionaries everywhere have been in the 
forefront of the movement to reduce local and native tongues 
to writing, and as a by-product a considerable amount of prime 
ethnological material has come from their efforts. 


IV 


These remarks on the language problems of the missionary 
bring us back to the various meaning-situations of the frontier 
and to the emergency languages which these situations generate 
as meaning-languages. The we-language begins in the interac- 
tion between parents and children in the family. Trade and com- 
mand languages, on the other hand, develop in adult relation- 
ships. I address myself first to the trade language. 

What are the characteristics of trade and of the trading situa- 
tion? Perhaps I cannot do better than to quote Park in answer 
to this question: 


The conditions under which men buy and sell, have undoubtedly had 
a profound influence on human relations and upon human nature. Not 
all that is characteristically human is the product, as Cooley seems to 
say, of man’s relations in the primary group. Men go to market and 
women too, not as they go to church, namely, to revive a sense of their 
social solidarity and of their participation in a common destiny. One 
meets at the market place, not friends merely, but strangers, possibly 
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enemies. They have all, each motivated by interests presumably per- 
sonal to himself, come together because they need one another and 
because, by an exchange of goods and services, they hope not only to 
satisfy their own needs but also profit by the needs of others. Besides, 
the market place, aside from the mere social excitement of being a 
member of the crowd, offers the prospect of hearing the latest news, 
and that is always an interest that is as intriguing to primitive as to more 
sophisticated peoples. There is, also, the consideration that in the mar- 
ket one may have, among strangers, a better chance to drive a bargain 
since it is always difficult to bargain with friends and relatives. On the 
other hand, it is notoriously easy and interesting to trade with strangers. 
It is even possible, under certain circumstances, to carry on a rather 
brisk trade with the enemy. 

.. . The situation in which men bargain and chaffer is psychologi- 
cally complex and tricky, and for that reason, perhaps the capacity to 
trade is one of the last of the fundamental human traits that mankind 
has acquired. Among the many definitions of man that seek to identify 
him with, but at the same time distinguish him from, the other animals 
is that which describe him as a trading animal. Man is the only animal 
that has learned to dicker and trade. But trade is necessarily a complex 
affair since it requires that one know, at the same instant, both his own 
mind and that of the other party. Each must understand the need of 
the other in order that each may make for himself the best bargain. This 
is inevitably the case because in this unique form of cooperation one 
man’s necessity is another man’s opportunity. But at the same time one 
does not wish to know the other party and his necessity too well either. 
One must, if possible, remain objective. It is for this reason, among 
others, that trade has so frequently gotten into the hands of foreigners. 
It is easier to be objective if one maintains the normal distances.?° 


The trader is the active agent in the situation. He comes to the 
trading frontiers without family attachments and leaves behind 
him a progeny born of native women. Often he finds it to his 
business advantage to take a native wife,?! and he endeavors to 
acquaint himself with some of the terms of the native speech for 
the same reason. That old rule of the market, let the buyer 
beware, comes to figure in the conception of the trader, as it does 
also of the money lender, as a born cheat and liar, and it is easy 
to extend this conception to include traders and their families 
as a class. It is a class of people stereotyped as one given to fraud 
and deception as an attribute of its original nature. It is a criminal 
tribe, a race of swindlers. The Metics in ancient Greece, the 
Scotsman in early America, the Yankee in later America and in 
present-day Latin America, the Indian in Africa, and the Arme- 
nian in the Near East gained reputations for extraordinary 
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shrewdness, cleverness, and mastery of commercial manipula- 
tion. Throughout Europe, as well as in America and elsewhere, 
the Jew has felt the force of this attitude as have the Chinese in 
Southeast Asia. Where these traders have insinuated themselves 
into peasant and tribal worlds hostile to them, they have become 
races apart, particularly when the traders in their turn come to 
characterize their peasant customers as people of low and cun- 
ning habit. Moreover, it is well to have members of an alien race 
in middleman occupations for they can more easily be blamed 
for wild price fluctuations and attacked more readily. 

It is surprising how few words are required to effect trade. The 
Plains Indians of America traded by means of a sign language and 
the so-called silent trade of other primitives seems to have re- 
quired little more than signals exchanged at a distance. When 
trade becomes highly standardized it is possible to employ vend- 
ing machines dispensing with vocal language altogether. Such 
words as are needed in the trading situation may be almost as 
characterless as the money used in the transaction itself; both are 
mere media of exchange. But the trade language has to be suffi- 
cient to effect the reciprocal activities incident to buying, selling, 
or bartering and it has to contain the basic meanings having to 
do with economic value, money, price, number, weight, quality, 
the various wares, services of trade, etc. The particular vocabu- 
lary embodying these meanings does not much matter. 

The people of two speech communities may use the vocabu- 
lary of a third as a trade language. It is interesting to note that 
lingua franca, a term now used almost exclusively to denote any 
interlanguage, seems originally to have arisen as a trade language 
between European and Moslem traders and seamen. It is said 
that the English regarded the Dutch of New Netherlands as only 
a speech for merchants and traders. In other parts of the world 
the English vocabulary at times has been similarly regarded by 
the trade rivals of the English. 

There seems to be a disposition in the literature to designate 
all the various trade languages as “pidgin” languages. Pidgin is 
said to derive from the Chinese mispronunciation of the English 
word “business,” and the jargon which developed around Can- 
ton before 1842 came to be known as pidgin-English. Canton 
bookshops sold a booklet entitled Devil’s Talk, or a Vocabulary 
of Words in Use Among Redhaired People. On the cover of the 
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booklet was a picture of one of the “redhaired,” that is, an Eng- 
lishman. Of the trade or pidgin languages generally, Reinecke 
says: 


They vary from artificial and clean-cut languages such as the Chinook 
Jargon and Cantonese-English to partial simplifications as the Nahuatl- 
Spanish. They may last centuries, or they may be useful only for one 
season. There is a minimum cultural limit to their formation: they 
cannot arise where the people are too fragmented, low in culture and 
mutually hostile or suspicious to carry on a fairly regular intertribal 
trade. But on the other hand they are current in trade between men 
of very advanced nations: Italians and North Africans, Norwegians and 
Russians, English and Chinese, formerly, it is said, English and Dutch, 
and Low Germans and Scandinavians.. . . Widespread literacy on both 
sides is less favorable to their formation than is general illiteracy. The 
essential conditions for their formation are the absence of interpreters, 
the absence of manuals of either language, a pressing need to establish 
communication before a systematic study can be made of the language 
of the other group, and a commerce simple enough to be carried on 
in a jargon. Where the commerce has become continuous, extensive, 
and complex, an effort is generally made to learn the most useful of the 
two languages, or both, or some lingua franca.?* 


Vv 


The third meaning-language I mentioned and the one perhaps 
most important in defining the kind of social relationships out of 
which the sociological race is differentiated is the masculine lan- 
guage of command. 

” tis 

The language of command originated as a formal concept in | 
nineteenth-century Europe when, along with the rise of the © 
great modern nations, civilian armies were conscripted from illit- 
erate peasant and_unskilled laboring populations to replace 
mercenary armies. But these peasants and laborers, coming as 
they did from different parts of the nation and usually under- 
standing only the local dialect—and there were a great many of 
these local dialects—were often unable to understand each other 
to say nothing of their officers. It became obvious that to have 
a national army it was necessary to have a national language. To 
the peasant conscripts from Breton, the Basque country, the 
Provence, French was presented as a national language in the 
form of a language of military command. In Germany after the 
war with France in 1870 the problem was much the same, but 
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it was in the old Austro-Hungarian Empire that the problem was 
most acute. In that country the question of the tongue to be 
designated as the language of command was debated in military 
circles, in parliament, and in the press until World War I. The 
point at issue in the debate was the vocabulary in which military 
orders were to be given and received. The essence of the lan- 
guage of command, however, is not to be found in vocabulary 
or grammer; rather one might almost say that it is in the manner 
of speaking and the tone of voice in which the words are spoken. 
There are certain forms of collective action, war, for instance, 
which progress best when pushed back to the bare form of order- 
ing and forbidding communication. Hence it was out of the nine- 
teenth-century discussion of the problem of effective military 
organization that the term emerged and the concept was dis- 
tilled. 

But there are other forms of corporate action approaching that 
of the military operation, such as those connected with various 
expressions of state-building and industrialization, which also 
progress best when communication is conducted in the impera- 
tive mood. This is particularly true when these developments 
occur, sociologically if not geographically, “somewhere east of 
Suez,” or along some frontier where men have little or no rever- 
ential feeling for the customs and obligations of the social orders 
from whence they come. For the language of command is the 
language that functions in a situation of authority and in turn 
defines the situation as one of authority. Like every other social 
situation this is one in which a society exists because some sort 
of pattern of collective activity exists. In order to exploit the 
situation successfully the people in it must evolve a division of 
labor and a system for coordinating the activities of the members 
of the group. Where the group is more or less homogeneous the 
words of the language operate as cues or signals to set off the 
appropriate activities of each member. But when the group is 
heterogeneous, that is, lacking in a common body of expectations 
and obligations, the words of the leader or coordinator are not 
signals merely; they are commands. 

Some authorities hold that this is the situation in which the 
state originally is formed. When two or more peoples of different 
physical and cultural traits are intermixed on the same territory, 
that is, in a situation where some degree of cooperation is ines- 
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capable in spite of diversity of origin or purpose, some form of 
organization based upon the authority principle is perhaps inevi- 
table. Between the various people in contact in the same terri- 
tory there probably never is an even balance of power and status. 
Some men of clear purpose, greater strength, and superior re- 
sourcefulness from the class of greatest power seize their oppor- 
tunities to carve out estates for themselves even if they have to 
redesign the physical and social environment in order to do so. 
We are accustomed to speak of a situation of this kind in terms 
of sovereignty and we are accustomed to say of the sovereign that 
he is master of the situation. 

The state in our day has become vast and complex, and the 
language in which the state mobilizes and regiments its civilian 
and military personnel, enacts its laws and levies its taxes, and 
judges and punishes its delinquents is an equally vast and com- 
plex affair. But simpler and more elementary political institutions 
have appeared and continue to appear along the world’s frontiers 
in the form of mines, ranches, factories, plantations, and the like. 
These institutions do, in a measure, what the states originally did 
when they bring together people of incommensurable cultures 
and put them to work at tasks new to them and at levels of 
discipline more severe than those to which they have been accus- 
tomed. Simpler and more elementary vocabularies likewise ap- 
peared and continue to appear through which the language of 
command is expressed in the areas which these institutions domi- 
nate. 


VI 


Perhaps no one of these institutions throws the authority situa- 
tion and the language of the lash into clearer relief than the 
plantation and the large number of emergency jargons as- 
sociated with the plantation at one time or another around the 
world. They include Gullah on the South Carolina coast, gombo 
in Louisiana, papiamento in Caracao, Taki-Taki in Surinam, 
Creole in Mauritius, Creolese in British Guiana, kitchen-kafir in 
the Province of Natal, South Africa, and many others. Beche-la- 
mer began as a trade jargon but later became a plantation speech 
in Melanesia and Papua. What is called pidgin in Hawaii became 
much less a trade language than a command language. The desig- 
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nation of these jargons as “creole” languages in French, Spanish, 
and Portugese plantation areas, particularly in the West Indies, 
“the locus classicus of plantation slavery,” has led several schol- 
ars to apply the term as a class name to the plantation expression 
of the language of command generally.?5 
The plantation is an organization originating in a frontier re- 
gion to produce an agricultural staple for sale in a distant market. 
As an institution for bringing and settling people of different 
origins upon the same soil, the plantation originally has some- 
thing of the characteristics of a camp. But with time it develops 
the appearance and traditions of a well-settled community as- 
similating itself to the land. The planter family assumes the char- 
acter of a dynasty as control passes from father to son and, espe- 
cially in the case of the slave plantation, several generations of 
workers may die upon the same estate on which they were born. 
The plantation cemetery registers the fact that social relation- 
ships in the community may be as enduring as circumstances 
allow them to be anywhere. From this it is understandable why 
creole or plantation jargons are much more tenacious and endur- 
ing than trade jargons and why they come to characterize large 
areas and regions. 
ia The active agent in the situation is the planter, and the planta- 
tion is his lengthened shadow. He is not, originally, a gentleman. 
| Gentlemen go out to the frontier as governors, judges, and off- 
cials of various sorts, but the man who becomes a planter goes 
there to build up an estate for himself—and the ways of gentility 
are not essential, may even be detrimental, to this end. His evolu- 
tion into the role of planter is a function of the social situation 
in which an authoritarian personality is built, The possession of 
authority is not entirely determined by the will of the man who 
becomes a planter; those to whom an order is directed also have 
much to do with determining whether or not the one who issues 
it has authority. Beliefs and myths of various sorts, other than 
those of mere gentility, develop in the situation to confirm the 
privileges of the man who becomes planter and aid in effecting 
the subordination and obedience of the laborers. The myth of 
membership in_a_race deeme: ‘Superior, a myth which confers 
prestige upon the planter outside as well as inside the immediate 
situation, has been a most important factor in securing accept- 
ance of authority. 
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With the acceptance of his authority the planter becomes, in 
a sense, the plantation itself. He might have said, had not Louis 
XIV allegedly had the idea first, “La plantation, c’est moi,” since 
he symbolizes in his own person the purposes and the structure 


of the institution. The maintenance of himself as a prestige sym- 
bol requires that he live more or less apart from those below him. 


But this does not p prevent him from pecoming “something of of a 
patron _to_his people to whom he-must-grant-favors-in-time_of 


misfortune and from whom he expects loyalty _and_support. 
These are the familiar relationships of paternalism. Out of the 
goodness of his heart he will undertake to improve the condition 
of those who labor for him and who recognize his authority just 
so long as they do not get the notion that they have any right 
to improve their condition for themselves. 

The personality structure that ruling brings exhibits itself in 
the planter’s assumptions of : superiority and speaking. F ‘anny 
Kemble described ante-bellum Southern planters as “men 
brought up in the habits of peremptory command over their 
fellowmen” and noted in their speech a “habitual tone of com- 
mand.” 2° Unlike the missionary, and to a lesser extent than the 
trader, the planter does not ordinarily move into the speech of 
the groups which have been recruited for labor on his plantation. 
The speech of an inferior people must be an inferior speech and 
without dignity upon the lips of a civilized person. Nor is the 
planter consciously interested in transmitting the values of his 
culture to his laborers. Hence he expects the members of these 
groups to come to him linguistically as well as otherwise, and so 
the vocabularies of the creole languages are more often than not 
lifted from the national speech of the planter class. However, the_ 
planter will make one concession: (he is willing to simplify the | 
tenses, inflections, gender, and number of the words and sen- | 
tences he uses into a kind of “baby talk” for the benefit of the | 
workers who are striving to understand him.) This is a way of 

“talking down” to those whom he regards a& his inferiors, but 
there is in his speech something that does not belong to “baby 
talk” as we ordinarily understand it in the family—and this is 
profanity. The planter, like Byron’s fellow who “knew not what 
to say and so he swore,” learns that these vocal explosions can 
communicate something of his will when ordinary words do not. 
Violent language seems to be an integral part of the plantation 
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situation as it is of authoritarian situations generally.?7 If an order 
is shouted loudly enough the vocabulary in which it is given may 
be regarded as relatively unimportant. 

The grammatical and vocabulary peculiarities of a creole lan- 
guage, as opposed to other types of language, are not, for our 
purposes, very important. What is important is the fact that its 
basis is the speech of the master class which, in the form in which 
it comes to the subordinates, is a language of command. The core 
ideas of this language have to do with the levels of authority and 
subordination, worker and management categories, individual 
assets and liabilities, aptitudes and efficiencies, rules and regula- 
tions, punishments and rewards, starting and stopping times, 
particular work operations, etc. With the acquisition of the mean- 
ings of the language there tends to develop at the same time an 
acceptance of the situation. These meanings and acceptances 
develop in the general atmosphere of authority and obedience 
and against the background of cooperative activity involved in 
agricultural production. As this takes place authority and obedi- 
ence are determined more by moral and less by material factors. 
Henceforth the force which controls is that which those who are 
controlled themselves in large measure supply. In the plantation 
situation through the medium of the meanings of the language 
a sittlichkeit arises wherein the relations between the upper and 
lower classes and races come to be regarded by both as a more 
or less normal and inevitable condition of things. 


vil 


By means of the creole jargons men of different culture do 
manage to break through to each other and effect enough com- 
munication to coordinate the work of the plantation. From the 
point of view of race-making, however, what is important is not 
so much what the jargons communicate as what they fail to com- 
municate(_It is inevitable, especially in the early stages of its 
development, that the creole speech should permit the com- 
munication of only a limited range of meanings; they do not and 
cannot make intelligible the total behavior of the individual] In 
a situation where people cannot reach quick understandings 
through linguistic material and ideas that are not readily accessi- 
ble to all, it is perhaps inevitable that most behavior will be 
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attributed to biological nature, that is, to race. There is nothing 
else to attribute it to. The point involved here is not simply that 
there is a barrier to communication between people of iret | 
existing “races”; it is that the barrier is constitutive of the races 
In the situation 1 men cannot deal with each other as man to man. 
Race is a major form of isolation characterized by a high degree 
of tenaciousness. But the outsider of whatever sort is always more 
or less a barbarian whose speech to us, as to the Greeks, is not 
well understood. They are stupid who cannot understand our 
tongue and it is plain for all to see that the stupidity is born in 
them. Racial apartness is institutionalized in the meanings of the 
command language. 

Now people who have_not the ability or the means-of-express- 
ing themselves, stupid people that is, are ripe for slavery or some 
degree of un-freedom. From the external and insensible point 
of view of those in authority over them they cannot be com- 
pletely human. Despite, or even because of, their labored efforts 
to express themselves the members of the lower race are re- 
garded as strange and inscrutable. Those who visibly and without 
doubt belong to one or the other race may come to accept the 
relationships and attitudes of the situation as these are wrapped 
up in the language. It is the man in the middle, however, the man 
Dr. Park called the marginal man, who most realistically reveals 
the race problem as fundamentally a problem in communication. 
It is not sufficient to describe the problem, as it has been de- 
scribed, in terms of blood mixture, cultural hybridity, or status 
dilemma. More than anyone else in the situation this man is 
suffocating under an inability to communicate an overwhelming 
experience, an experience which it is exceedingly difficult for the 
rest of us to understand. He is trying in one way or another to 
say “I am human, too,” but as he senses that our attention is not 
upon what he is saying but upon him as some kind of racial freak, 
he begins to scream and to scream louder in an effort to get across 
the barrier of our indifference or curiosity. “I ain’t kin make my 
feelings known,” the illiterate mulatto boy told E. C. L. Adams. 
The highly literate and acomplished Jewish writer, Ludwig 
Lewisohn, had the same difficulty.?® If the marginal man cannot 
adequately make his feelings known he may get some relief by 
cursing the rest of us for our obtuseness. But we are not im- 
pressed with what he says, and the louder he screams and the 
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more he curses the more convinced the rest of us are that he is 
queer and racially different. 

The disposition to impute the cause of behavior to biological 
nature must be a continuing disposition if a system of race rela- 
tions is to be established and given permanence in a society. To 
achieve this it is not sufficient for the dominant classes merely 
to assert the natural inferiority of the subordinate classes. Simple 
ethnocentrism will effect this attitude anyway. What is necessary 
is that the people of the subordinate classes accept and act out 
some measure of belief in their own inferiority. The psychologi- 
cal mechanism which Mead suggested as basic to the establish- 
ment of this or any other kind of social organization is that of 
communication through language involving the appearance of 
the other, the one at the other end of the relationship, in the 
definition of the self. Mead reminds us that we exist for ourselves 
as we are regarded, or think we are regarded, by others and as 
we appear in the speech of others.?° The taking of the role of the 
other one leads the individual to control his own responses in the 
interest of cooperative group activity. This analyzes a function 
of language noticed earlier. Self-control takes place with refer- 
ence to other selves, but otherwise there is no hard and fast line 
between self control and social control. Language is bound up 
with the system of social control, and the language of command 
is at the center of that kind of society, such as a plantation society, 
in which there is likely to be a racial hierachy. One takes that 
form of the self which appears in the values and meanings of the 
speech of others regarding him. In the authoritative situation one 
raises himself to superiority or condemns himself to inferiority 
in the language that others use to elevate or condemn him. One 
issues orders in the language and from the point of view of those 
to whom orders are issued. One asks for favors in the language 
and from the point of view of those who grant or reject favors. 
When the line between those who issue orders and grant favors 
and those who carry out orders and petition for favors is stabil- 
ized and more or less coincides with some physical or behaviorial 
hallmark which is accounted for in biological terms, we have race 
and race relations. 

The conception of race implies abstractness of social relations, 
for the person dealt with as overlord or as subordinate and from 
whose point of view the other one regards himself, tends to 
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become a type. The language of command, more than any other 
meaning-language, perhaps, functions to categorize experience 
and in so doing develops a system of marks and tags which, in 
the case of mixed bloods, may become very elaborate. Then 
when individuals of a given class of marks get aname in common, 
conceptual selection operates to endow all of them with certain 
attributes deemed hereditary and to withhold from them certain 
other attributes also deemed hereditary. The meanings con- 
tained in the terms and words for alleged racial types tends to 
fix perceptions of these individuals and, derivatively, thought 
and behavior toward them. Thus are races made, named, tagged, 
endowed, and imprisoned in the meanings of the language. 


Vill 


For how long? For as long as the creole language continues to 
be, as it begins, a language of command, until such time as those 
who speak it, originally enemies or else with very little in com- 
mon, begin to detach themselves from the fate of their local 
groups and by a new and inner reorientation become a part of 
a larger society. In such a society they get new selves and become 
new men. See what has happened in New Guinea. The planta- 
tions there were initiated by the Germans who recruited labor 
for them from numerous native tribes. Then with World War I 
white Australian planters took over and continued the recruiting 
practices of the Germans. Both German and Australian planters 
preferred “work boys” brought together from many localities in 
New Guinea so there would be no “one talk” and all must speak 
the same jargon. Margaret Mead describes the situation as fol- 
lows: 


It is safer to recruit a boy for work in the Admiralties from the 
Solomons and a boy for New Britain from the Admiralties than to take 
a local boy who is continually being drawn back to his village by the 
claims of local ceremony—feasts or fasts or village feuds. And from the 
needs and wishes of the master has grown a counter feeling among the 
boys, a desire for the adventure of working in new islands, under new 
mMaSteLS.  .) - 

To become a work boy far afield is the great adventure of lives that 
from childhood have been bounded by the lagoon or the two hills that 
walled in the valley where the village lay. At home the boys have 
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spoken a language known to perhaps a hundred, in rare cases a thou- 
sand, people; they have followed ways of life peculiarly their own and 
recognized as unlike those of their neighbors of the next inlet. From 
the narrowness of their own little communities they can escape for a 
few years into this wider community, where human relations are differ- 
ently patterned, where a language is spoken in which they can converse 
with boys several shades lighter or six inches taller than themselves.. . . 
They will speak a language that even the white man understands and 
learn to give commands in the same insolent and arrogant fashion as 
white masters. When they return to their villages, they will be newly 
armed with a language of rebuke and contempt which they can shower 
at will upon their less traveled “Marys”. . . .°° 


The creole speech, in New Guinea as elsewhere, grows up 
among the assorted members of the plantation’s labor force out 
of the necessity for understanding the orders of the planter. 
Incidentally, however, it almost inevitably becomes a lingua 
franca for communication between the laborers themselves.*? It 
is not just a speech of mixed vocabulary any more than it is just 
a speech of mixed-bloods. It is a speech characteristic of areas 
where a great deal of tribal intermarriage and racial miscegena- 
tion is going on. In those families where neither parent is able 
to communicate without difficulty in the mother tongue of the 
other the stage is set for the creole jargon to become a Fami- 
liensprache, the medium of intimate intercourse within the 
family and, in general, the language of human nature. Wide- 
spread participation in speech used in this way operates to lift 
natives from tribe to nation, engenders among them common 
interests and feelings, awakens among them a conception of a 
larger community, and in time brings with it a spirit of national- 
ity or race-consciousness. This is the way African tribesmen have 
been transformed into American Negroes and the process is be- 
ing repeated today in other frontier situations. In New Guinea 
there is going on what Stephen Reed calls a “Kanaka revolution” 
with de-tribalized, plantation, creole-speaking work-boys com- 
ing to constitute a third group between the members of the old 
tribes on the one hand and the Europeans on the other.*? This 
composite group of “Kanakas” is changing the creole speech 
from a command language into a we-language as they become 
a new people. 


eve 


The Idea of Race and 
the Race Problem 


This Reader belongs to that class of books which seeks to gain 
perspective. “In the absence of perspective,” Whitehead said, 
“there is only triviality.”” Here we seek perspective on the prob- 
lem of race from a large number of authors and from a wide 
range of documentary material dealing with lore, myths, ration- 
alizations, doctrines, poetry, and social fiction as well as from 
serious scientific studies and reports. 

The race problem is a problem so immediately in the minds 
of so many people, a problem so insistently demanding action, 
even drastic action, right now, that a sense of balance and propor- 
tion is not easily come by and held to. When men are caught in 
the meshes of racial feeling it is next to impossible to view the 
matter with the degree of objective consideration necessary to 
understanding and rational action. On the other hand, those who 
have not experienced the emotions of race probably are not in 
the best position to understand and to act upon the race problem 
either. For all of us some method for gaining greater depth and 
distance is needed. 

The readings in this book are organized around the race prob- 
lem. What is this problem? There have been many answers. Here 
it may be suggested that, fundamentally, it is the problem of 
understanding and dealing with an idea, the idea of race. In 
particular areas the race problem is identified with relations of 
tension between two or more specific peoples, but this is only a 
local expression of the problem. In every region where race 


SOURCE In Edgar T. Thompson and Everett C. Hughes (eds.), Race: In- 
dividual and Collective Behavior, The Free Press, 1958, pp. 1,2. 
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relations are problematic they are implicated in concrete social, 
political, demographic, and biological problems, but these same 
problems can and do exist where there is no racial involvement. 
The race problem is everywhere accompanied by charges of 
discrimination, segregation, and injustice, but these same 
charges are made where the idea of race is absent. The idea is 
not limited to men of ill-will; in the same community it is enter- 
tained by men regarded by their fellows as well as by themselves 
as men of good-will and responsibility. Neither is it limited, 
where it exists, to members of only one race; men of the “in- 
ferior” race will not agree to many things done in its name, 
especially when done to them, but they may be almost as com- 
pletely possessed by the idea as the men of the “superior” race. 
The people of the community can divide themselves into differ- 
ent races only because they all hold the idea of race in common. 
And not only do they hold it but they believe in it, and believing 
in it, are moved to action by it. Thus the problem becomes a race 
problem, and ceases to be some other kind of social and political 
or demographic problem, when it becomes implicated in “a way 
of life’ or “a civilization” which, of course, must be defended at 
all costs. When this happens the ordinary problems of a society 
have been pushed down into its deeper structure where they 
have become a part of its constitutional organization. 

The idea of race is only one of many schismatic myths which 
have divided mankind into warring groups throughout history. 
But in perhaps no other form of ethnocentrism have the divisions 
been regarded as so wide and so deep as the divisions that are 
believed to be based upon race. Here the separation is not to be 
bridged by learning a new language, or by conversion to a differ- 
ent religion, or by changing to another costume, or by professing 
loyalty to another ruler or set of laws. Race does not result in a 
meré estrangement of peoples; it is presumed to effect nothing 
short of an abysmal separation. The idea of race is present, says 
Yves R. Simon, “the moment one admits that there exists, apart 
from individual and sociological causes of infamy, a mark of deg- 
radation which is properly biological, permanent, transmissible 
by physical generation, inherent in the chromosomes, independ- 
ent of all good will and all good conduct, ineffaceable, fatal in the 
way death is fatal.’ ! Race is ultimate and final. 

It is a terrible idea. Europe, which has given the world so many 
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energizing ideas, gave this one too, but Europeans seem not to 
have fully realized the drastic quality of their contribution. It 
might almost be said of Europe as a whole, as Vidal de la Blache 
said of Germany, that it came to represent “above everything 
else an ethnic idea.” 2 Yet no matter how full of error, the idea 
has been a source of tremendous energy within Europe itself as 
well as along the frontiers of European colonization and trade. 
It still is powerful, but almost everywhere it is at least beginning 
to decline and to assume a defensive position. The facts of biology 
and genetics are beginning to be apparent even among ordinary 
people, race is becoming more and more identified with the 
general problem of democracy and subject to all the pressures 
of the democratic ideal, and more and more of us are experienc- 
ing the discovery that in the people of other races there are other 
lives to learn about and to learn from. The idea of race is begin- 
ning to decline before the facts of biology, of politics, and of 
human nature. 

It is at the point of their decline, it seems, that the dominating 
ideas and forces of history come to be recognized and studied, 
when already, perhaps, some new ideas are beginning to take the 
place of the old. At any rate, so far as the subject of race is 
concerned, the volume of popular literature and serious study 
grows greater and greater. 


eSe 


Race in the Modern World 


The Failure of Racial Knowledge 


Ed Howe said he knew all about women, said he once visited 
a place where young men were trained to be doctors and 
watched the students cut one up. 

For a long time now we have been photographing, measuring, 
and cutting up Negroes, Caucasians, and Mongolians and to some 
of us, as to Ed Howe, the knowledge gained has been sufficient. 
Our scientists have given us the facts. Hankins shows us that race 
is only a highly variable statistical concept,! while Barzun dis- 
misses it as a mere superstition.2 Benedict and Weltfish argue 
with sweet reasonableness that all men are really brothers under 
the skin,? and Huxley and Haddon explain that there really is no 
such thing as race and that we ought to substitute such terms as 
ethnic group or sub-species.* 

But the people remain impervious to all these scientific facts. 
Huxley and Haddon may be willing to give up race but ordinary 
men and women will not do so, and it is in the minds of ordinary 
men and women, not in the concepts of scientists, that the race 
problem exists. The recent reaffirmation of the doctrine of white 
supremacy by the legislature of the State of South Carolina is a 
fact in an order of facts not amenable to the methods of biology 
and physical anthropology. In this order of facts a scientific state- 
ment like that by Benedict and Weltfish is viewed as an attack, 
not as a clarification and a resolution of a problem. When their 
attractive and authentic little bulletin was labelled communist 
propaganda the Army withdrew its order for 50,000 copies. It 


SOURCE The Journal of Negro Education, Summer Number, 1944, pp. 270- 
79: 
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must all be very puzzling to the scientists when the facts seem 
so clear. 

On the other hand, ordinary common sense knowledge of race, 
that kind of knowledge held by ordinary men and women and 
which has been sufficient for all practical purposes in the past, 
is now inadequate too. Some old laws of nature are behaving 
unlawfully. In the South whites have always professed a thor- 
oughgoing knowledge of Negro nature, and Europeans have 
claimed a complete understanding of colonial native minds. 
When, therefore, it is considered that the place in nature of each 
group is thoroughly ascertained beyond the shadow of doubt, it 
is nothing short of exasperating when the creatures refuse to stay 
in their proper places and persist in acting in unexpected and 
human ways. The members of the dominant races and of the 
imperialist states must understand how Balaam felt when his ass 
addressed him in his own language. The ass was not acting as a 
good ass should, but we have it on good authority that Balaam 
was disturbed. So also are the Herrenvolk disturbed when the 
subject races address their rulers in the language of the latter’s 
own values. It is all so very confusing and disturbing when the 
facts are so clear. Why are not inferior peoples content to be 
inferior peoples and behave accordingly? 

In spite of all claims to the contrary, the common sense knowl- 
edge of race has never been complete. Just as men have long 
occupied themselves with speculation over the workings of the 
mind of woman, so also have the master classes puzzled at times 
over the strange and unpredictable mind of the peasant, the 
native, the Negro, or the Oriental. Although white Southerners 
have professed a thorough knowledge and understanding of the 
Negro they have, at the same time, acknowledged the existence 
in him of something inscrutable and mysterious. The novel thing 
about the present situation is that the Negro and other subordi- 
nate peoples seem to have gone completely berserk. They of the 
docile instinct are acting entirely out of character. They are ris- 
ing up and running amok all around the world. It is as if our social 
world were experiencing an earthquake and the once stable 
foundations of racial certainty were shaking under our feet. 

Our old presumptive knowledge of race is no longer sufficient, 
but that does not mean the matter is a dead issue. On the con- 
trary, the subject of race is interesting and important over wider 


144 Plantation Societies, Race Relations, and the South 


and wider circles around the world. It rivals business prosperity, 
the weather, and the war as topics of discussion. We may be 
uncertain about what race is but we know it is something about 
which we are ready to fight. It is an issue somewhat like that of 
the Monroe Doctrine. 

There is a story about two American acquaintances who 
chanced to meet at the street corner. One said to the other, “Say, 
I hear you have been making derogatory remarks about the 
Monroe Doctrine. Now just let me tell you this, anyone who 
criticizes the Monroe Doctrine is not a good American. You 
ought to be ashamed of yourself.” 

The other said, “Why, I’ve never said anything against the 
Monroe Doctrine. I believe in the Monroe Doctrine. I would 
fight for the Monroe Doctrine. I would even give my life if neces- 
sary for the Monroe Doctrine. All I ever said about the Monroe 
Doctrine is that I don’t really understand what it is.” 

We are not agreed as to what the Monroe Doctrine is, but we 
know it is something we have in reserve for which we will fight, 
something which can be counted upon to unite us. As Mead put 
it, “The only issue involved in the Monroe Doctrine is this, are 
you a patriot, are you a red-blooded American, or are you a 
mollycoddle?” > 

Now the fundamental issue involved in race, as it concerns the 
rank and file of people, is very much the same. It is not a question 
of what race is but of what race does, of how the idea functions. 
Rightly or wrongly, for good or for ill, it is an issue which origi- 
nated and is maintained to arouse the fighting spirit and for the 
sake of its effect in drawing men together. As Voegelin says, “. . 
the race idea with its implications is not a body of knowledge 
organized in a systematic form, but a political idea in the techni- 
cal sense of the word. A political idea does not attempt to de- 
scribe social reality as it is, but it sets up symbols, be they single 
language units or more elaborate dogmas, which have the func- 
tion of creating the image of a group as a unit.” © 

The absence among the people of a clearly formulated defini- 
tion of race, far from weakening it, actually adds to the potency 
of the race idea. We can each assume that our individual view 
of the matter is also the view of every other right-thinking mem- 
ber of our group since we are not aware of any fixed and objective 
rule the conscious interpretation of which would put us at odds. 
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Whatever our individual assumptions about race are, we can feel 
that we have our group behind us, and we are united. 

To say that race is principally an idea in the minds of men and 
only secondarily a biological fact does not mean that it can be 
dismissed as a mere superstition. Ideas are notoriously tough and 
unyielding. Certain ideas possess us “as evil spirits were once said 
to have entered into witches and possessed them and made them 
do their bidding. Under the spell of these ideas a madness seems 
to sweep over a people. . .””’ The problem of our age is to get 
possession of our ideas. To achieve control we shall need more 
social knowledge than we now have and a more effective educa- 
tional diffusion of it. 


Race and Race Relations 


The racial group which emerges from the measurements of 
anthropologists and the dissections of biologists is quite a differ- 
ent thing from the racial group which exists in the minds of its 
members. In different racially conscious groups the criterion of 
membership varies. It may be language, religion, temperament, 
or pigmentation, but whatever it is the race group is composed 
of those who regard themselves as belonging to it and who are 
so regarded by others. 

The different ethnic stocks studied by anthropologists devel- 
oped originally under conditions of regional segregation in adap- 
tation to food, climate, water, and general habitat. Under circum- 
stances of geographical isolation and relatively close in-breeding 
over long periods of time it was inevitable that groups of men 
physically distinct from each other in varying degree should re- 
sult. But through the long ages of isolation “when providence set 
apart the nations” these physical differences were not realized 
by the people characterized by them and bore no special signifi- 
cance in their minds. Negroes in the middle of Africa did not 
know themselves to be Negroes, and white men in the middle 
of Europe did not know themselves as Caucasians. It was not until 
the nations of Europe began to expand, to invade and to conquer, 
not until the world began to shrink enough for men of strikingly 
diverse cultures and noticeably different physical appearance to 
come into close and continuous contact that the stage was set for 
the eventual emergence of race consciousness and race ideas. 
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What is called “race’’ must be understood, therefore, not in 
isolation, but in contact situations, and the focus for such an 
understanding must be upon race relations and not upon race 
differences. The alleged differences, it would seem, are’an inci- 
dent of the relations and can be understood only by understand- 
ing the circumstances under which the relations originally were 
established and the circumstances under which they subse- 
quently developed. The areas around the world where race rela- 
tions are more or less problematic and more or less involved in 
the existing political and social arrangements bear no necessary 
relation to the original race homelands. However, the different 
systems of racial relationships, with their accompanying codes, 
attitudes, and expressions, are in a sense also geographical ex- 
pressions. Race relations are bound up with the general culture 
of a society, and culture is a local and regional phenomenon. 
Each system of racial relationships must be understood, there- 
fore, in the setting of its own habitat. 

We have a fairly large and growing literature dealing with 
problems in a number of race relations “regions,” but the sys- 
tematic use of the materials for the comparative study of race 
relations has scarcely begun. 


Society as a Group of Groups 


Sumner’s conception of society as a “group of groups” affords 
a useful and illuminating point of view for the organization and 
analysis of interracial as well as other types of societies. In the 
following paragraphs quoted from Folkways Sumner states his 
conception in connection with primitive society but it is no less 
useful when applied to modern or civilized society. He says: 


The-conception of “primitive society” which we ought to form is that 
of small groups scattered over a territory... . A group of groups may 
have some relation to each other (kin, neighborhood, alliance, con- 
nubium and commercium) which draws them together and differenti- 
ates them from others. Thus a differentiation arises between ourselves, 
the we-group, or in-group, and everybody else, or the others-groups, 
out-groups. The insiders in a we-group are in a relation of peace, order, 
law, government, and industry, to each other. Their relation to all 
outsiders, or others-groups, is one of war and plunder, except so far as 
agreements have modified it... . 

The relation of comradeship and peace in the we-group and that of 
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hostility and war toward others-groups are correlative to each other. 
The exigencies of war with outsiders are what make peace inside, lest 
internal discord should weaken the we-group for war. These exigencies 
also make government and law in the in-group, in order to prevent 
quarrels and enforce discipline. Thus war and peace have reacted on 
each other and developed each other, one within the group, the other 
in the intergroup relation. The closer the neighbors, and the stronger 
they are, the intenser is the warfare, and then the intenser is the inter- 
nal organization and discipline of each. Sentiments are produced to 
correspond. Loyalty to the group, sacrifice for it, hatred and contempt 
for outsiders, brotherhood within, warlikeness without—all grow 
together, common products of the same situation.® 


A society is a group within which smaller groups are in a con- 
tinuous state of interaction. Thus there is not one but many 
societies and the concept “society” becomes a highly relative one 
varying from a group of neighboring families on up to a group 
of nations. The condition of competition, conflict and rivalry 
between the groups of which a society is composed tends to 
increase the solidarity of each “in” or we-group. It is this conflict 
which turns an aggregation of individuals into a group whose 
members are conscious of membership in it. “We” expresses this 
consciousness but in the course of a single conversation a modern 
man may use “we” in several different societal contexts. Thus in 
“we Smiths” the “others” obviously are other families and the 
society is a group of families, whereas in ““we Negroes” the others 
are other race groups and the society is a group of racial groups. 
What is not so clear is the source of the ideas which bring about 
the realignment of individuals into new and different “we” 
groups as time passes. Race is one of these relatively new align- 
ments. 

Because each group is bound to be more controlled and guided 
by its own experiences than by the experiences of other people 
it either becomes more or less ethnocentric or it ceases to be a 
group. The disposition to evaluate the strange in terms of the 
known converts the realization of difference into a moral judg- 
ment. We judge ourselves by our best traits and others by their 
worst, and our best traits include practically all the traits we 
have; virtue is defined by the qualities we attribute to ourselves. 
Thus Houston Stewart Chamberlain speaks of “a certain noble 
striving for property” which he finds among the Aryans, while 
among the Jews this same tendency is referred to as “the most 
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despicable usury.” ° Ethnocentrism is rooted in the division be- 
tween friend and foe but it transforms this division into one 
between good and bad. 

To Sumner “primitive society” is composed of “small groups 
scattered over a territory.” It is a territorial society, but the mem- 
ber groups are not intermixed upon the territory. There is a sort 
of “no man’s land” between them so that the cultural distinctive- 
ness of each is obvious. Ethnocentrism therefore needs no great 
transcendental myth, for spatial distance is sufficient to protect 
the exclusiveness of the tribe or clan. But when conquest, immi- 
gration, and trade intermix men of different complexion and 
culture on soil which all may claim as a common social if not legal 
inheritance there is a tendency to seek or to create some princi- 
ple for maintaining social distance. When society becomes a con- 
geries of groups and the members of one group cannot put physi- 
cal distance between themselves and the others, a principle like 
language, religion, nationality, or race may be employed to effect 
separation. 

With the intermixing of groups upon the same soil comes the 
state, and states lie alongside each other with no “no man’s land” 
between. Boundaries become sharp and sensitive lines of demar- 
cation as relations of trade and war effect a new and larger in- 
tergroup or society. Such a society was Europe where the idea 
of nationality was evolved to serve as a basis for state rivalries 
and for claims to territories and populations lying within other 
states. The idea of nationality is closely related to the idea of 
race. 

The series of changes which began in the period of the Great 
Discoveries and which led to, and followed, the Industrial Revo- 
lution resulted in an ever widening circle of political and eco- 
nomic relations. This series of changes might be described as a 
revolution in distance since it greatly increased control over a 
larger part of the physical world by making the resources of 
every part more available to other parts. One of the first effects 
of the revolution in distance was the transformation of the Atlan- 
tic into an inland sea. The Atlantic became an area of interaction, 
an interaction which continually changed the character of all the 
peoples on both sides of it and tended to give them a common 
European culture. To this new and larger society Ramsay 
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Traquair has given the name the Commonwealth of the Atlan- 
fie:?° 

The expansion of Europe and the opening up of overseas areas 
for trade and settlement involved a change whereby native and 
non-European peoples, many of them at any rate, gradually be- 
came integral parts of the white man’s economic order. This was 
less true of North America where the Indian was pushed aside. 
He was culturally distinct and highly “visible,” but his group has 
never become an integral member of the Atlantic group of 
groups. Hence the attitude toward him has settled down into one 
of relative indifference. It is significant that he has posed no 
serious race problem. Rather it was in connection with the incor- 
poration of the Negro into this society that racial ideas became 
useful. The idea of race developed as a working element in 
colonial areas as a means of effecting control over the Negro’s 
labor and of fixing him in a permanent caste position. 

For a long time certain hermit nations like Japan continued 
to remain outside the family of nations. They possessed little or 
no national or racial consciousness since they were not con- 
cerned about their status in a society of which they were not 
members. But advances in cheaper and faster means of transpor- 
tation and communication continued to reduce the size of the 
planet and to bring all the peoples living on it closer together. 
Their very differences made them useful to one another and 
customers of one another. When Japan, for example, began to 
trade with the rest of the world her people began to expand out 
over the Pacific. The Pacific became a commonwealth of nations 
as the Atlantic had become earlier. It was in Hawaii, in California, 
in Australia, and in Malaya that Japanese became conscious of the 
low place assigned their country by the other nationals. People 
who have known defeat and that “sickening sense of inferiority” 
are the people who discover their souls, and so it is too with 
nations. When the Japanese became group conscious and in- 
volved themselves in a struggle to improve their status their 
membership in the family of nations became a fact. 

The Great Society, as Graham Wallas calls it, has become a fact 
too. The struggle for status between races and nations has 
become world-wide; the subject peoples are struggling to be free 
and the sovereign states are struggling to maintain or to raise 
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their prestige. It is significant that in their fight for places in the 
sun the two Axis partners, Germany in Europe and Japan in Asia, 
should both base their claims upon the principle of race. But they 
are not employing the principle in exactly the same way. 


The Idea of Race 


The race idea has grown from a fusion and synthesis of ele- 
ments present in the thought of ancient society and subsequently 
added to by religious and philosophical movements down to the 
modern period.’! It is only in the modern period that men have 
attributed such an inner significance to external physical differ- 
ences as to make race a pivotal human grouping and a basis of 
group ethnocentrism. To study the religious and philosophical 
elements in the genesis and growth of the race idea, as Voegelin 
has done, is important, but it seems even more important to 
understand the specific situations in which it is generated or into 
which it falls. For ideas have their natural habitats, and a living 
idea must be observed on the soil where it works in behalf of a 
way of life. 

Our knowledge is not sufficient to give satisfactory accounts of 
the various intergroup situations where the idea of race functions 
but some of them may be suggested. 

In the first place there is the master-servant or employer- 
employee situation, particularly in plantation societies. The plan- 
tation provides an almost ideal race-making situation. It requires 
a uniform type of unskilled labor fitted to routine tasks outside 
the immediate family of the planter. The situation is one in which 
men ordinarily do not voluntarily offer themselves and so the 
planter takes advantage of opportunities to hold whatever labor 
he is able to get and to keep it in its place. The conditions under 
which the crop must be produced are highly isolating and this 
fact, together with the need to hold labor the year around, turns 
the plantation into a little feudal domain as well as a farm. The 
crop is produced for a distant market but the purpose of the 
activities of the workers is not immediately apparent to them. 
They do not directly experience the discipline which the require- 
ments of the market impose; they are conscious only of the close 
and continuous supervision and control of the planter. 

It is significant that in all or practically all plantation societies 


Race in the Modern World 151 


racial ideas enter powerfully into the economic and political ar- 
rangements. It was the plantation which created in Virginia and 
in the South the social conditions under which racial ideas were 
propagated and circulated. On the sugar plantations in Formosa 
it appears that the Japanese overlords and the Chinese and na- 
tive workers have been differentiated into superior and inferior 
“races.” In Queensland, Australia, Italians and Greeks imported 
as Caucasians under the white Australia policy after the repatria- 
tion of Kanaka sugar cane workers almost immediately fell into 
a racial category. Australians of English descent spoke of the 
“olive peril.” 

War is another situation favorable to the race idea. Burke’s 
statement that a whole nation cannot be indicted is often quoted 
but apparently unless it is indicted war against it is impossible. 
French writers and orators referred to the first World War as une 
guerre des espéces, not a war between peoples since the Germans 
were not really human.!2 A similar view of the Germans and the 
Japanese is present in England and America at the present time. 
As a part of the process of the indictment of the German people 
for the crimes committed in the name of racism there is a certain 
similarity to the racism which is indicted. 

Other possible race-making situations include those where re- 
ligious proselytes encounter stubborn natures unwilling to yield 
to the true faith 1* and those involving competition between 
labor groups where the idea of race is used to eliminate competi- 
tors or reduce their competition. Under appropriate circum- 
stances it may be possible, too, for a labor and socialist movement 
to endow the bourgeoise of popular Marxism with a racial charac- 
ter. 

In different situations and under different circumstances it 
may be possible for the race idea to assume different shapes and 
to take different directions and to have different consequences, 
but essentially it always involves the imputation of traits and 
characters to the members of the other group which are re- 
garded as biologically inheritable and immutable. These traits 
and characters contrast with those of ourselves in ways that are 
favorable to us. We look for some sign or mark, such as skin color, 
in order to categorize and identify the others and upon which 
we can pin our beliefs. Race thinking is therefore essentially 
biological thinking and the race idea is essentially a body idea. 
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“Body experiences,” says Voegelin, “are basic human experi- 
ences and every symbol which can use them as a material starting 
point can be sure of a strong emotional hold over its believers.” !4 

Race thinking simply carries to its logical extreme the popular 
assumption that not merely physical but social traits are inher- 
ited, an assumption which begins with the lively interest we have 
in tracing family resemblances in our children. Because we can 
see individuals, whereas we have to be trained to see the facts 
of culture, we are always prone to overemphasize biology at the 
expense of culture. It is almost a cultural fact that we explain 
cultural facts biologically. 

In a period of change when our interests are threatened and 
our social position challenged we have an emotional need for 
some principle of stability and certainty like that which seems 
to be provided by biological inheritance. It should not be strange, 
therefore, that, in the societies where the idea of race has seemed 
to serve men’s needs for an absolute, or a first cause, so well, an 
attack upon it is almost equivalent to an attack upon God Him- 
self. 

Finally, let it be noted that, whatever the circumstances of its 
origin, the race idea, like other ideas, has severed itself from 
these circumstances and has elevated itself beyond the local and 
regional situations in which it has operated. From a local and 
concrete idea it has become, or has tended to become, general 
and abstract. It has become a world-idea, “the myth of the twen- 
tieth century,” which for a time threatened to reorganize the 
world and determine its political relations for a long time to 
come. The threat has not completely abated yet. 


Race Conflict and Progress 


The members of an interracial society are at once separated 
from each other and integrated into a common community. Each 
has to live in a common space or environment with the others 
so that “to live” necessarily means “to live with” the rest. The 
competition, rivalry, or prejudice between the groups which 
compose the society is not a denial of societal unity but rather 
an affirmation of it. Men do not compete or fight for ends which 
all do not prize. Competition and conflict therefore invariably 
go on within a circle of common values and interests, or values 
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and interests held in common up to a point. This is why society 
is a “group of groups.” 

The fact that a group within a society is in conflict with other 
groups to whom it nevertheless is bound suggests why European 
immigrants in American cities so frequently settle down along- 
side their hereditary enemies.!> It would seem that they have to 
stick together in order to stay apart, for the image which a group 
forms of itself is bound up with the way the other groups within 
the same society regard it. It follows that if a group wishes to 
maintain its values, its historical memories, and, in general, its 
conception of itself it has some need for the constant reminders 
provided by its enemies. 

Common interests and common societal values are required 
to point up the issues for conflict, and the more the member 
groups of a society hold in common the intenser the conflict. It 
is well known that there is no fight like a family fight, not only 
because those who are presumed to love each other have the 
power to hurt each other most, but also because they share ex- 
periences from which it is impossible for each member to free 
himself. Great bitterness also is observed in religious sectarian 
conflict and in intra-trade union and political party fights. Feuds 
between mountain families inhabiting the same cove are particu- 
larly uncompromisable and long-lasting. Civil wars have the 
reputation of being bitterer than international wars. Anti-Semi- 
tism in Christian lands is surely connected with the fact that both 
Jew and Gentile have “prayed to the same God, preached more 
or less the same morals, feared the same evils, and hoped for the 
same heaven.” Similarly Southern whites and Negroes have 
more interests in common with one another than either has with 
any group outside the South, but in the economy which they 
pursue together the competition and conflict between them are 
constant. On a larger scale whites and Negroes in the United 
States have more in common than either group has with any 
group outside. 

Here is the paradox: it is precisely because the members of 
both groups profess belief in the ethics of the Sermon on the 
Mount, in the principles of the Declaration of Independence, and 
in the doctrines of trial by a jury of one’s peers and no taxation 
without representation that there is racial prejudice and conflict. 
Without these common beliefs and ideals that could be no basis 
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for making claims and there could be nothing to point up these 
claims into issues. Neither group can advance by asserting its own 
interests against the interest of the whole; each must state and 
argue its case in terms of the values accepted by all. Minority and 
subordinate groups fighting for democracy and justice and free- 
dom for themselves find it necessary to wage the fight in behalf 
of all. 

When we look beyond the borders of American society out to 
the competitions and rivalries of the nations and races composing 
the Great Society what we have to observe, to the extent we can 
subordinate our emotions to the facts, is something very similar. 
The nations are in that society because they have some measure 
of common interests and common values. Beyond that measure 
their interests and values are their own. But they each accuse 
others of breaking the peace, of restricting trade, and of destroy- 
ing civilization. In the fight arising out of these accusations and 
counter-accusations in which we presently are engaged, the free- 
dom for which we fight will have to be won, as Pearl Buck has 
somewhere said, not race by race, or nation by nation, but as a 
human essence. 

The process is costly and not according to our heart’s desire 
but it seems to be the way of progress. The conflicts go on be- 
tween groups within a larger group of common interest and 
value but each group centers its attention upon the other and 
not upon the larger community which encloses both. The process 
of progress might be less costly as well as far more satisfying if 
we could somehow learn to keep the societal whole in the focus 
of attention; if we could find a way to transform race pride from 
the kind of ingrowing thing which it usually is into the kind 
which takes satisfaction from the contribution which race mem- 
bers have made and are making to the larger race of mankind. 
To find a way to do this, and to do it, is the great opportunity 
of education in modern society. 


eIJe 


School Desegregation: Condition 
and Status 


On March 17, 1954, the Supreme Court of the United States 
reversed its ruling of sixty years standing and declared the segre- 
gated education of Negro children in the public schools of the 
country by reason of race alone to be unconstitutional. In 1896 
the Court had sanctioned the separate education of the races 
under its famous “separate but equal’ formula. 

The unanimous shift of opinion among the members of the 
Court deeply shocked the white South. The new decision was 
widely characterized as a “sociological” one because it was made, 
apparently, not on grounds of legal and constitutional precedent, 
but because the Court doubted “that any child may be expected 
to succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education. 
Such an education . . . is a right which must be available to all 
on equal terms.” 

The recent decision is a sociological one, however, in a much 
more accurate and fundamental sense for it made the American 
school somewhat less an agency of the parents of school children 
and somewhat more an instrument of the state than it had been 
before. By so doing the Court disrupted the traditional accommo- 
dation that had been established between legal status and social 
status in the relations between whites and Negroes in the South- 
ern States. 

The issue drawn by the decision of the Court is clearly and 
sharply that of social status uncomplicated by the presence of 
factors found in other intercultural and interracial situations 


SOURCE Paper delivered at meeting of the Southern Sociological Society, 
Atlanta, Georgia April 13, 1957. 
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where educational problems also loom large. The issue in the 
South is not one involving the use of the schools to conserve or 
to promote any special or distinctive white or Negro culture 
since, unlike the situation in South Africa, neither group has any 
radically distinctive culture. Neither is it an issue involving edu- 
cation in this or that set of religious values as is the case in 
Canada’s “two nations.” It is not an issue involving this or that 
language as a medium of instruction such as trouble bilingual 
commonwealths like Belgium. Nor is it an issue involving differ- 
ent philosophies of education or different theories of educational 
method. The issue is centered solely on the right of the Negro 
child to sit and to be taught in the classrooms of the school 
alongside the children of other American citizens of whatever 
race or color. 

A peripheral factor in race relations only a few generations 
ago, education today in almost every multi-racial society in the 
world has moved around to a position of central importance. In 
almost every such society education has become an integral as- 
pect of the race problem and as such is changing the nature of 
race relations.! Everywhere, in various forms and under various 
names, one hears of segregation and desegregation in the schools 
of the land. The 1954 decision of the Supreme Court of the 
United States has had repercussions wherever there are prob- 
lems of educating the children of heterogeneous populations, 
and this is almost everywhere. The decision has, for one thing, 
focussed public attention upon these problems and helped define 
them in terms of the status aspirations of the peoples involved. 

In the Southern States there has been a presumption that the 
decision of the Court has precipitated a situation unprecedented 
and unparalleled. The present Southern experience is unique, 
however, only in the sense that every social experience is unique 
to a degree; beyond that, it is of a kind with similar experiences 
elsewhere. It is natural to the people of every society to suppose 
that their experience is more unique than it actually is. This fact 
suggests that the study of parallels to racial segregation and 
desegregation in the schools of the South in other times and 
places might prove very rewarding. Such study might serve to 
make clearer to us what really is essential and what incidental 
and accidental in movements of change in race relations gener- 
ally as well as education in particular. 
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One such essential and fundamental principle illuminated by 
existing studies is to be found in the distinction between advanc- 
ing the status of a people and improving the “condition” of a 
people. In an interracial situation the efforts of members of the 
lower race to gain an education are, of course, not made sui 
generis. They are both stimulated and limited by the fluctuating 
sentiment of the surrounding dominant populations in regard to 
the existing and prospective place of the lower race in the larger 
society. The race problem, and the problem of education insofar 
as it is an aspect of the race problem, revolves around a struggle 
for status among the races of the society who are at the same time 
involved in a biological and economic struggle for existence. 
These two “struggles” enter into the educational process, and 
into every other conscious program for inducing change, as ef- 
forts to advance status on the one hand and to improve condition 
on the other. 

It may be argued, of course, that every improvement in condi- 
tion involved at least some shift in status and every advance in 
status is signalized by some visible improvement in condition. 
This may be true, but the two are separate and distinct concep- 
tions nevertheless. The “condition” of a people describes the 
material and moral circumstances under which they live, and 
these circumstances may be changed without a corresponding 
change in social station. A condition is, more or less, an environ- 
mental incident. A status, on the other hand, is a position in a 
system of statuses, a position in a society. It is organically bound 
to every other status in the system, a high status for one neces- 
sitating a low status for another with a change in status inevitably 
bringing about adjusting changes in every other status through- 
out the system. 

The items of a given condition become important for status 
when they are defined not in terms of physical misery or well- 
being, but in terms of personal and social degradation or prestige. 
This happens when events bring about opportunities for inner 
and sensitive comparisons and contrasts which in turn generate 
self and group consciousness. There is a story of a young African 
who enrolled at the London School of Economics in the days 
when Harold Laski and others of his persuasion were lambasting 
capitalism and colonialism. After a term or two he was asked how 
he was getting on. “Very well,” he answered, “I have learned 
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what my grievances are.” When men begin to learn what their 
grievances are their condition is on the way to becoming a status 
as well. 

The distinction between condition and status becomes signifi- 
cant and useful in the analysis of developments in education 
when it is remembered that education is both an instrument of 
control in the hands of the dominant race and a means of emanci- 
pation for the people of the lower races. But it is not likely to be 
the same kind of education. In interracial societies the control 
of education is ordinarily vested in a racial oligarchy whose origi- 
nal purpose in yielding the privilege of education is to insure that 
the children of the laboring races will remain laborers. If educa- 
tion there must be let it be an education designed to make hew- 
ers of wood and drawers of water into better hewers of wood and 
drawers of water, that is, let it be an occupational education. Thus 
will their condition be improved. This is an education designed 
not only to take apparent racial differences into account, but to 
extend and to perpetuate them as well. It is an education in- 
tended to discipline the classes that occupy the lower levels of 
the racial division of labor; if it contributes anything to the cul- 
ture of the nation this will be accidental. 

It is obvious that education intended to improve the condition 
of a people must be segregated from the education of those 
whose condition requires no improvement, who, indeed, are 
themselves the improvers. Different classes of the dominant race 
are likely to have different ideas about what constitutes improv- 
ing the condition of the lower race—in the South those whites 
of lower class who have been in direct economic competition 
with Negroes have rarely agreed with upper class whites con- 
cerning the improvement of Negroes—but the general idea of 
improving the condition of the lower race is not normally re- 
sisted by the prestige classes of the dominant race. On the con- 
trary, it is a means of demonstrating their own high status and 
will be favored by them just so long as the members of the lower 
race do not get the idea that they have any right to improve their 
own condition. Then it becomes a matter of status and will be 
resisted by members of the dominant race generally. Booker 
Washington was well aware of this when he said in welcoming 
a conference of white Southern university presidents to Tus- 
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kegee in 1912: “We are trying to instil into the Negro mind that 
if education does not make the Negro humble, simple, and of 
service to the community, then it will not be encouraged.” ? 

Barbara Ward, surveying the present world scene from the 
standpoint of race relations, points out that “the common 
denominator of the sense of equality, where it has appeared, has 
been education.” * The education desired is the prestige educa- 
tion formerly reserved for the children of the racial oligarchy, 
an education in the sciences, the liberal arts, and in the profes- 
sions. It is such an education in unsegregated institutions which 
will emancipate from the thralldom of caste and class and race. 

In the transition to prestige education it might be observed 
that educational standards seem to suffer greatly. It becomes 
apparent that the achievement of the right to an education com- 
mensurate with one’s status ambitions is a very different thing 
from achieving the education itself. The fight for the right to a 
prestige education may be a deeply moving and exhilarating 
personal and social experience, comparable to an experience in 
any crusade or social movement; the individual becomes at one 
with his fellows as he shares with them the values of a common 
ideal. But achieving the education itself is something else again 
for the long hard hours of work and study required may be dull 
and drab hours. 

From the point of view of the dominant race the transition to 
prestige education does the same thing to the people of the lower 
races that it did to Kipling’s Russian peasant. “Let it be clearly 
understood,” Kipling said, “that the Russian is a delightful fellow 
till he tucks his shirt in.” All people, even college students in 
America, begin to tuck their shirts in when they really begin to 
get an education. But then they become conceited, arrogant, and 
vain, and think themselves as good as their betters. More than 
this, their pretentions threaten to depreciate the status of the rest 
to the level of the upstarts. Around the turn of the century, long 
before desegregation had become a popular word, a white South- 
erner named Edgar Gardner Murphy disclosed the real reason 
for the white man’s opposition to the prestige education of the 
Negro when he wrote: 


Much of the instinctive protest against the advance of the negro race 
has been due to the fear that its development would contribute to its 
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encroachment upon the white man’s life. The leaning toward arbitrary 
processes has largely sprung from no direct hatred of the negro, but 
from the vague suspicion that unless burdened with peculiar disabilities 
his progress might oppose the progress of the stronger race. Many have 
thus antagonized his education merely because they have seen in it a 
peril to themselves. They have not cared, primarily, to keep any man 
in ignorance; they have not personally desired the hopelessness of any 
class; but they have distrusted the bestowal of any power upon this 
weaker group which might strengthen its capacity for access into the 
life and destiny of the stronger.* 


When problems of education move around to the center of the 
race relations complex generally, attention focuses upon chil- 
dren rather than upon adults. During the period of the slavery 
controversy in America attention focused upon the adults of the 
lower race. Adults, however, do not excite such pathos as chil- 
dren, particularly in the societies of the West where the tradition- 
ally almost perfect image of injustice is the unhappy child. It is 
difficult to defend a system of education which sets out to create 
a feeling of inferiority in a child, and if the outcome of any 
conflict in this world of multiple conflict can be predicted with 
any degree of confidence it is that in any war against children 
the children in the long run are bound to win. It is unfortunate 
for the opponents of desegregation in the schools of the South 
and throughout the world that, as the situation is being defined, 
they are pitted against children. 

It has never been entirely true that matters can be arranged 
just as men consciously and deliberately wish to arrange them 
—impersonal social forces will always figure largely in determin- 
ing final pattern—but so far as the South is concerned it is ines- 
capably true that responsibility today for an understanding if not 
an agreement in matters of education rests with individual men, 
white and black, to a greater degree than ever before. There is 
no question now of waiting until one race or the other is “ready.” 
There is no longer any choice; now it is necessary to act together 
with as much wisdom and with “all deliberate speed,” not just 
because the Supreme Court ordered this, but because the move- 
ment of events demand it. We sociologists remember that it was 
Cooley who told us that it is the business of an institution to help 
people make up their minds. The institutions many of us are 
connected with are very slow to function institutionally. 

As the debates over educational segregation and desegregation 
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proceed in the South and in other interracial societies around the 
world it may turn out that it is the society itself, and not just the 
children in the schools, which will receive the profoundest edu- 
cation. 


el0e 


The “Little Races” 


I 


Eugene Griessman of Auburn University and the contributors 
to this series are directing our attention to a significant body of 
social phenomena which, so far, in spite of a fair amount of litera- 
ture, have been only slightly utilized in our continuing search for 
the nature and meaning of the social, the racial, and the simply 
human. They are asking us to pay more attention to the compara- 
tive study of race relations and of the significance of the “little 
races” of the earth in such study. For social science is possible 
only on the assumption that all societies are comparable, and the 
assumption of comparability leads finally to the problem of un- 
derstanding human nature, the sociological absolute, that lies 
behind all cultures no matter how seemingly different they are 
from one another. What I think we must finally search for, if 
sociology is to be worthy of its name, is that property or those 
properties of mankind qua mankind, and not of people only as 
members of this or that race, class, nationality, or tribe. To this 
end, we require laboratories, situations, groups, or personalities 
where human behavior is best highlighted in its representative 
capacity. It may be suggested that it is the marginal or peripheral 
individuals and groups that play the part of a scientific lens 
through which the theoretical as well as the practical problems 
of race relations can best be analyzed and understood. By shifting 
our focus to peripheral groups, we may bring to light and make 
more observable the human factors involved in social relations 
generally. The systematic study of the “little races”’ may contrib- 
ute much to the search. 


SOURCE American Anthropologist, October 1972, pp. 1296-1306. 
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Varieties of mankind differentiated all over the world at a time 
when everything tended to isolate groups of men for long periods 
of time. Ever since, those who wish to promote a more civilized 
world have faced the very practical and difficult problem of over- 
coming the barriers to intergroup understanding thrown up by 
physical, social, and ideological distances. Perhaps the best way 
to break down the barriers erected by racial and cultural diver- 
sity and to lay bare the simply human is by better understanding 
how and why the barriers come to be erected in the first place. 
For the barriers are not just passive obstructions to communica- 
tion; they actively constitute aggregates into the kind of peoples 
they are or become—tribes, nationalities, races, or what not. It 
has never been sufficient simply to belong to the human race; 
world economic processes and catholic religions seem them- 
selves to give rise to the fragmentations among men they are 
meant to oppose. The centuries that gave rise to the ideals of 
world brotherhood and the Rights of Man are the same centuries 
that gave us sectarianism, nationalism, and racism. It is humanly 
imperative to seek refuge in some differentiated community, 
even a fictitious community if necessary, if men are to know who 
they are in relation to other men, to find comfort in the senti- 
ment of belonging, and to experience some feeling of certainty 
and security. It is equally important to account for the social and 
human forces that generate the collective consciousness which 
operates to maintain the barriers that appear essential to the 
survival of the community. Human nature is forever at play origi- 
nating, maintaining, terminating, and rearranging social group- 
ings. 


II 


During the eras of global migrations, and particularly during 
the past two or three centuries, peoples identified and named as 
culturally or racially different met on the frontiers of the world, 
pushed each other around, intermixed, or exterminated one or 
the other. The more numerous or powerful streams pushed on 
to newer frontiers, there to begin again another stage of racial 
and cultural anarchy until some new social order could be estab- 
lished; but left behind in the wake of such movements were 
various sorts of little ethnic and cultural islands. All of Europe, 
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and the frontier areas overseas where Europeans penetrated, 
contain many little enclaves of curious mixtures or communities 
where the people have resisted further mixing. Shifts in national 
boundaries have produced irredentism or left certain other 
groups such as the Wends in Germany, the Welsh in Britain, the 
Bretons in France, and the Basques in Spain stranded or rela- 
tively unincorporated in the larger society around them. There 
were and are mixed Teutonic and Slavic groups in Eastern 
Europe, and mixed Teutonic and Latin groups in Southern 
Europe. Racially mixed groups also may be found in Nova Scotia, 
New Brunswick, and the Gaspé peninsula in Canada. Elsewhere 
in the New World, physical descent and cultural assimilation 
sometimes part company to produce some interesting results; 
there are the French-speaking Germans of Louisiana (Deiler 
1909:119-128) and the almost “pure” physical Negroes with an 
almost “pure” Indian culture of British Honduras (Taylor 195}). 
Many bi- and tri-racial communities are present in the West 
Indies, Central and South America, and in Africa, particularly in 
southern Africa. 

It is apparent that racially mixed communities are to be found 
in probably every continental division of the earth. They are not 
be be considered, as so often they are considered in popular 
magazine and newspaper stories, as racial freaks or as merely 
quaint blendings of peoples. On the contrary, they may serve to 
lay bare the elementary processes of racial formation and mean- 
ing as race is sociologically understood and, given sufficient isola- 
tion and imbreeding, even biologically and anthropologically un- 
derstood. At the present time when the social integers we 
commonly look at, and are most concerned about, are cities, 
nationalities, and large racial groups, we are in this series brought 
back, as ethnologists are always bringing us back (e.g., see Red- 
field 1955), to the consideration of small but whole communities 
more or less territorially isolated, continuing over time in their 
own system of incomplete but separate institutions, and yet em- 
bedded in a larger society. The study of the little races will be 
most useful if they are viewed and typed within a wide frame 
of reference alongside tribes, clans, sects, utopian or ideological 
communities, and various sorts of odd lot, leftover, and “lost” 
peoples. 

Like the Japanese, the Russians, the Chinese, and the nationals 
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of other countries, the people of the United States are preoc- 
cupied with “big” powers and “big” problems. We are preoc- 
cupied right now with the problem of the confrontation of mas- 
sive racial groups in the United States, in Rhodesia, in the 
Republic of South Africa, and in many other areas around the 
world. Of course we should be concerned. But the literature on 
these racial confrontations is enormous and continues to grow to 
the point where many of us are overwhelmed by it all. There are 
so many factors and variables involved, that fundamental ques- 
tions having to do with the nature of race and race relations are 
in danger of getting lost. This is not to deny the importance of 
the study of massive racial confrontations, for the idea of race as 
we know it today is essentially a mass phenomenon, but I do 
mean to suggest that the little races can teach us something about 
race not at once apparent when we confine our attention to the 
great races only. 

A careful comparison of the little races and the big races, not- 
ing significant similarities and differences, should contribute to 
conceptual clarity. Josiah Royce was fond of speaking of “the 
fecundity of aggregations,” by which he meant that when you 
put a lot of things or people together, something changes. When 
individuals are aggregated, some things are true of the individu- 
als that are not true of the aggregation, and some things are true 
of the aggregation that are not true of the individuals, but how 
small or how large the aggregation is makes a considerable differ- 
ence. Without presuming to develop here the comparison be- 
tween little and big races exhaustively it may be suggested that 
a “great” race ' can constitute a “people” with a full complement 
of institutions; the little race is organized around only one or 
more of the basic institutions, depending upon its size. One 
achieved a college which now is a university; others barely 
managed a school or a church. A Negro cannot possibly know 
personally every other Negro, nor can a White possibly know 
every other White man. But a member of several of the little 
races can personally know every other member of his commu- 
nity, may, in fact, be connected with them through ties of kin- 
ship. The members of the little race can, therefore, act together 
more easily and informally without the aid of printed newspa- 
pers; the school serves as a sort of local community newspaper. 
The members of the little race emphasize their common descent; 
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members of the larger groups emphasize their common race 
(Hudson 1970, especially Ch. 4). But this is in large measure the 
dilemma of the small group; it is imperfectly joined, in America 
and in southern Africa, to the White-Black omnipresence. Its 
members are a raceless people in a racial society. 


III 


I suppose human groups have always found a principle of some 
sort to support claims to a humanity superior to other groups 
around them, if only because “we” are here and “they” are there 
with some extent of no-man’s land in between. A transcendental 
myth such as race appears to emerge as a divisive measure when 
we and they are intermixed on the same land. Probably almost 
every “we,” no matter how innocently used, contains at least the 
germ of the idea of superiority and every “they” the germ of the 
idea of inferiority. We may at last know the others to be “criminal 
tribes,” as in India (Gillin 1931, Chs. 4, 5), or “bad races,” as in 
earlier France, that is, people who do not know what life is 
like without being an object of contempt (Michel 1847; McCloy 
1955). They are “criminal” or “bad” merely by being members 
of an ethnic group other than our own; the very idea of race 
carries this moral implication, faintly or extravagantly. 

During the past several centuries, a somewhat more sophis- 
ticated and “scientific” disposition to classify men into alleged 
biologically superior or inferior races has developed. This devel- 
opment has had particular appeal in situations where people of 
different complexions and physiognomies have come together on 
the same land, and especially where the rate of cultural assimila- 
tion has been so rapid as to leave physical appearance the princi- 
pal basis of distinction. In such situations, the people classify 
themselves on this basis without serious regard to the measure- 
ments of physical anthropologists. 

Always there is amalgamation as well as assimilation; mis- 
cegenation, or race mixture, is inevitable. As Charles Darwin in 
The Descent of Man put it years ago, “The races of man are not 
sufficiently distinct to inhabit the same country without fusion 
. . . In all ordinary cases, the male is so eager that he will accept 
any female” (1896:174,420). The sexes of different races mate no 
matter how great or how deep the antipathies between them; 
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the stern Calvinism of the Dutch in South Africa was not suffi- 
cient to prevent the sexual use of Bantu and Hottentot women. 
The appearance of the mixed blood begins the process of 
“muddying up” and rendering physical types less distinct and 
more ambiguous than the parent stocks. His very appearance 
raises questions and starts discussion as to who he is and how he 
should be racially classified. The parent stocks have then to be 
classified and accounted for also, and ideas about their mental, 
moral, and physical characteristics are generated. In order to 
clarify the questions and the answers recourse is had to such 
“scientific,” historical, ethnographic, and religious literature as 
seems to justify and naturalize the answers best serving the needs 
of the situation. The parent stocks may be regarded as racially 
unmixed in spite of the fact that physical anthropologists have 
demonstrated that there are no “pure” races; when today we 
speak of mixed bloods, we are really referring to the relative 
recency of the mixture of peoples popularly identified as racially 
different. 

Actually, there are Negro genes in Americans regarded by 
themselves and by others as White, and Caucasian genes in those 
who regard themselves and are regarded by others as Black. 
There are Negro genes in Americans who regard themselves as 
Indians and Indian genes in those who regard themselves as 
Negro. There probably are more Indian genes in those who re- 
gard themselves as White and are regarded by others as White, 
especially in our so-called “poor White” population, than is com- 
monly supposed. These are the people who have few or no prob- 
lems of racial identity. 

But there are other highly self-conscious individuals of doubt- 
ful race in America and in other parts of the world who are 
tagged and variously named. Sociologists and others, following 
the lead of Robert E. Park (1929:64—77) and Everett Stonequist 
have brought all these regional names and types together under 
the general term, “marginal man” (Stonequist 1937:vii). The type 
tends to disperse more or less individually throughout the gen- 
eral population. Often, however, detribalized or déraciné 
Whites, Blacks, natives or mixed bloods establish and stabilize 
themselves in little endogamous settlements set sparsely apart 
from the parent stocks and seek, or are assigned by epithet, a 
separate identity and name. These are the little races. Such 
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groups also occupy an uncertain and undefined identity in our 
midst, but they choose to live by themselves and for themselves 
on land which they and their ancestors may have occupied for 
two or three hundred years. They do not or cannot completely 
incorporate into the larger territorial unit nor identify with one 
or another of the larger and established races surrounding them. 
They are a “marginal people,” but not necessarily an aggregation 
of marginal men. The individual member may be almost as com- 
pletely adjusted to his fellows and to a way of life as any man. 
Individual marginal men and women have produced and pub- 
lished a fairly large number of autobiographical documents in 
which they tell what it means to be constantly thrown back upon 
one’s self, to be continually compelled to answer questions that 
the ordinary man is not expected to answer, and to feel the 
conflict of divergent purposes. But no similar personal document 
produced by a member of any one of the little races has come 
to my attention, perhaps because within his own group the in- 
dividual member has a recognized place and status. The commu- 
nity within which he lives may not be wholly sure of itself, but 
the individual member may be as completely self-assured as most 
men normally are. But not, perhaps, when he travels. 


IV 


Popular as well as scholarly writers who have written about the 
sort of communities described in this series have a variety of 
expressions to denominate them. They have been called “native 
aliens,” “citizen aliens,” the “differently born,” “cultural or racial 
illegitimates,” “racial dropouts,” “racial hybrids,” “racial island- 
ers,” “forgotten people,” “racial miscreants,” “indeterminate or 
misplaced people,” “mestizos,” “ambiguous people,” “neither 
here nor there people,” “racial isolates,” “bi- or tri-racial mix- 
tures,” “marooned communities,” “God’s stepchildren,’ and 
“spurious people.” 2 I prefer the term “little races” as more ob- 
jective and neutral and as avoiding the popular judgments and 
values implicit in the attitudes of prejudice or pathos. The term 
is at once more inclusive and limiting. It may serve to throw the 
groups here under consideration more completely into the gen- 
eral field of race and race relations bringing to bear upon their 
study the large body of funded knowledge we now possess. At 
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the same time, it should invite new questions and promote fur- 
ther research. It is not an expression of my own invention; it is 
said by Magnus Hirshfeld to have originated in the middle of the 
nineteenth century when scholars working under the influence 
of de Gobineau puzzled over the proper classification of “new 
specimens of mankind,” as Herder called them, then coming to 
the attention of public and intellectual figures (Hirshfeld 1938: 
120). Then, as now, they were peoples or races that did not seem 
to fit into accepted racial categories. 

The people of the little races are to be found in situations 
where race is deemed so important that to be raceless is not to 
be able to take one’s world or the place of one’s people in the 
world for granted. Here some racial affiliation is imperative. 
Somewhere I read an account of the effort of the good ladies of 
a Midwestern town to take a complete religious census of the 
people of the community. Armed with a list of sects, denomina- 
tions, and religious organizations arranged in alphabetical order, 
one of the women called at the home of a man who declared 
himself an atheist. The lady looked at her list and said, “You can’t 
be an atheist; it’s not on the list.”” When the man insisted, she 
asked about his father, “Well, he’s an atheist too.” She then in- 
quired about his grandfather, who turned out of have been a 
Methodist. So she recorded the gentleman being questioned as 
a Methodist, a denomination which did appear on the list. It 
apparently was inconceivable that anyone should have no con- 
nection whatever with an approved religious organization. 

In the southern part of the United States, in the Republic of 
South Africa, and elsewhere, some sort of connection with a 
traditional racial group is a sort of categorical imperative even if 
the census taker has to make an arbitrary assignment. But exiled 
communities prefer to establish themselves as a true race in their 
own right. Not to be on the racial list is not to be able to live 
freely, spontaneously, instinctively; it is not to have an eminent 
place in society and a view of life ready at birth. We see this in 
the plea of representatives of Buys’ Bastaards, a South African 
community of racial orphans, to get on the list of respectables, 
before a government commission. They were asking for racial 
legitimation and for the citizenship rights recognized by such 
legitimation, and their petition is a moving illustration of the 
importance of racial accreditation in that country. “To see fine 
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old fellows like Conraed Buys and Jafta Buys, the last of the best 
type of the older generation of this family, standing before the 
meeting bareheaded and with the intensity of feeling born of a 
lost cause and a lost people—for the Buys are a lost people—could 
not but move even the most callously indifferent to an under- 
standing of the tragedy of this rapidly disappearing race of men 
and women” (Report of the Commission of Inquiry Regarding 
the Cape Coloured Population, 1937). 


v 


The aspiration is for membership in a “pure” race and not just 
in a race. The problem of purity in connection with sanitation, 
hygiene, food, and the taboos intended to insure stainlessness in 
these matters, has been investigated (Douglas 1966), and this kind 
of interest is, of course, relevant, but I am not aware of any 
systematic effort to inquire into all that is involved in claims to 
ethnic or group purity. In all the talk about “pure races,” no one 
appears to objectively specify just what is meant. Nevertheless, 
the idea of ethnic purity is and has been a widespread social and 
historical fact and has had a tremendous impact upon social atti- 
tudes, social conduct, and even law. Presumably, a pure group 
or individual is one of standardized mixture; even a purebred dog 
or horse is of mixed ancestry, but at some point ideal criteria are 
introduced by man the master. No such rigid standardization has 
ever been deliberately achieved in human society. Yet I suggest 
that a society becomes a people of some sort when it develops 
a ideal of purity of some kind and undertakes to separate out all 
extraneous elements in order to free itself from moral defilement 
or guilt. It may be that a historical people must have a collective 
representation signifying purity to hold to, and that the kind of 
people they are, or conceive themselves to be, depends upon the 
nature of the symbol regarded as “pure” by the whole group. The 
symbol may be racial, linguistic, religious, or some other. 

Concern with the matter of racial purity led to such writing 
as that produced by Count Arthur de Gobineau (1915) and Hous- 
ton Stewart Chamberlain (1913) in Europe and by Madison Grant 
(1918) and Lothrop Stoddard (1922) in America. White Americans 
and White South Africans read these books and found the racial 
ideals they had for themselves amply confirmed by such high 
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authorities. In the golden age of Spain, limpieza de sangre 
figured importantly in the Inquisition (Lea 1906-07, Ch. 4). Dur- 
ing that period, the mere mention of the Jewish ancestry of a 
popular priest was enough to bring charges of poisonous libel 
followed by official censorship. Jewish purity was and is funda- 
mentally a struggle to maintain the identity of Israel by asserting 
and protecting the distinctiveness of the Jews as a chosen people. 
So convinced were those Englishmen who settled early New 
England that they and they alone followed a pure and true faith 
that they called themselves Puritans. Caste purity is highly cher- 
ished in India; it may cost an upper caste Indian a lot of money 
to get pure and to stay pure. Other people such as the French, 
as well as those involved in nationalistic movements, are or have 
been greatly concerned with linguistic purity. The ideal of racial 
purity should therefore be considered as just one expression of 
purity ideals generally. 

The point assumes some importance in the case of the little 
races. With great races around them regarding themselves as 
pure, and ostracizing in public opinion and in law those known 
to have violated the code through intermarriage, how can a de- 
monstrably mixed community at least approximate an ideal of 
racial purity deemed necessary to social acceptance? It can point 
to some old and “good” and proud families who have refused 
further mixing, and many if not most of the mixed communities 
in eastern America seem to have done so. Or something like caste 
lines can be drawn within the community based upon an alleged 
degree of descent from the master race. According to Eugen 
Fischer the Rehoboth Bastaards of Southwest Africa ranked 
themselves into “European,” “Hottentot,” and “Intermediate” 
in that order (Fischer 1913). But much more interesting was an 
actual count of “pure” and “non-pure” members of the Buys 
community in South Africa in 1934. The enumerator found 218 
“pure” Buys and sixty-three “non-pure” Buys in that year. Natu- 
rally there was a division of opinion among the Buys people as 
to who was legitimately Buys and who was not. 


The retrogressive element of the tribe contend that anyone living on 
the Buys farm or a Buys man or woman by any sort of union is a Buys. 
The progressive element, however, takes the attitude that children of 
the Buys girls by a European, whether they are married to him or not, 
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are members of the Buys tribe. They also contend that if a Buys male 
lawfully marries a native woman the offspring are not Buys [Report of 
the Commission, op. cit.]. 


The descent of the Buys, pure or nonpure, from the union of 
the first Conraed de Buys, a White Dutchman, and his numerous 
African and Hottentot wives can be fully documented, but at 
some point in their post-colonial history some of them at least 
became pure-blooded mongrels. Incidentally, so have Germans, 
Americans, Anglo-Saxons, Japanese, and all the other established 
races and nationalities of the world. What the little races are 
showing us here is that where the idea of race and racial status 
is virile, concern with in-group purification in order to protect 
against the misguided ways of the unconcerned apparently is 
universal in race as well as in group relations generally. It figures 
in the present desperate struggle for racial status in America and 
in other parts of the world. 


VI 


Closely related to the problem of purity and status is the issue 
of a proper name to go by. People who live completely in a 
homogeneous racial or cultural society are not usually called 
upon to choose a race to which to belong or to choose a name 
for their group. The problem of choice is the problem of the 
marginal man or group, not just of the intellectual or political 
leaders, but of the ordinary men and women as well. In the case 
of mixed blood individuals and communities, there seem to be 
three terminological situations. In the first situation, the father, 
who doesn’t take off his hat when be begets offspring, a tempo- 
rary sojourner who then moves on and doesn’t write, leaves be- 
hind a progeny which is adopted into the mother’s family or 
tribe. The children may be known to be part Polynesian and part 
sailor, but they tend to take on the name of the mother’s people 
and identify with them. 

In the second situation, the father recognizes and remains with 
his mixed blood offspring who take his name and seek to identify 
with his racial status. He may be one like the Dutch missionary 
Vanderkemp who married and had children by a native woman 
in early South Africa because he regarded this action as his Chris- 
tian duty (Millin 1924). Or he might be a Scottish trader on the 
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American frontier or an outlaw such as Conraed de Buys the 
elder who escaped from the Cape in South Africa toward the 
north (Millin 1949). This rough and tough man probably referred 
to his children as “my bastards” and the children might very well 
have answered “We are Buys’ bastards” to inquiring visitors since 
they had no idea of the disparaging meaning of this European 
word. Other groups designated as Bastards, or Bastaards in 
Dutch, by members and non-members alike, such as the Koranas, 
the Manaquas, the Bergenaars, the Dunns, and the Rehoboths, 
appeared along the South and Southwest African frontier. Unlike 
southern Africa, most American mixed communities did not take 
the name of the alleged founder. 

The third situation arrives when the mixed community 
becomes more status conscious and more sensitive to the deroga- 
tory connotation of the epithet applied to it as a name by the 
larger society. The community then seeks to change its name, 
or have it changed for it, in the hope that higher status may be 
achieved by synonym. Consciousness of wounding experiences 
and low esteem suffered as effects of a disparaging epithet leads 
to a search for a new name of dignity and respect, a search which 
involves a break with the naming power of the superordinate 
race and enhances the authority of the community to determi- 
nate for itself who belongs and who does not belong. Awareness 
of the derogatory implications of the old name and of the need 
for a new one may come more or less suddenly as suggested by 
an entry in the diary of the Rev. John Campbell, missionary, on 
August 6, 1813, during the course of his travels in South Africa. 
We read: 


The people of this part, being a mixed race, went by the name of 
Bastards; but having represented to the principle persons the offensive- 
ness of the word to an English or Dutch ear, they resolved to assume 
some other name. On consulting among themselves they found the 
majority were descended from a person of the name of Griqua, and 
they resolved hereafter to be called Griquaas. In the evening there was 
thunder but no rain [Campbell 1816:235].4 


VII 


Efforts to escape name prejudice have characterized many 
marginal individuals and groups in America, Africa, and else- 
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where. The act of “passing,” or “going for white,” an effort on 
the part of individuals to avoid minority group classification, is 
and has been a commonplace occurrence. What is involved in 
“passing” is well stated by W. D. Jordan: 


Passing would have been unnecessary if the mixed ancestry had been 
regarded as midway between black and white. It was the existence of 
a broad chasm which necessitated a sudden leap which passing repre- 
sented . . . The success of the passing mechanism depended upon its 
operating in silence. Passing was a conspiracy of silence not only for the 
individual but for a biracial society which had drawn a rigid color line 
based on visibility [1962:189, 191-192]. 

The efforts of southern African mixed communities and their 
American counterparts to shake off such scurrilous names as 
“Bastards,” “Jerry Brindles,’ “Red Bones,” “Red Legs,” “We- 
sorts,” “Ramp Eaters,” “Brass Ankles,” “Buckheads,” “Domi- 
neckers,” “Yellow Hammers,” or “No Papas” ° is of an entirely 
different order of aspiration from that of “passing.” Of course, 
individuals as individuals from mixed communities have moved 
out into the larger and anonymous world of cities and “passed,” 
but when the collective community seeks through a name 
change or an old name emphasis a new image of itself while 
retaining group cohesion, something very different from “pass- 
ing,” as Jordan defines the process, is going on. Here it is not a 
“sudden leap. . . operating in silence.” On the contrary; it may 
be well publicized. There is involved here a deliberate choice 
of an approved name with all the moral and behavioral conse- 
quences that the choice may entail. There may be, as there have 
been, appeals to legislation, to the courts, to the political process, 
and to public opinion. There may be demands for curriculum 
changes in the schools. It is an endeavor, not to pass, but to 
upgrade themselves by redefining a biological ancestory and 
achieving an acceptable social ancestry in order to account for 
the darker skin color, while at the same time avoiding the impu- 
tation of “inferior” race connections. The endeavor is witness to 
a dual struggle: for survival and enhancement of group pride on 
the one hand, and for acceptance by the larger society and its 
set of national values on the other. A few communities such as 
the Guineas and the Coe Ridgers may acknowledge the presence 
of Black blood but usually this is vigorously denied. Brewton 
Berry’s informant put it this way: 
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“Tell you the truth, Mr. Berry,” said one old fellow whose confidence 
had been won through long hours of chitchat, “we don’t known what 
the hell we is. Some folks say we is Indians. Well, maybe so and maybe 
not. My old man used to say we was part Cherokee and part Irish. I 
dunno. But we know we ain’t niggers. We know that.” And he made 
his point emphatic by pounding his right fist into the palm of his left 
hand [Berry, 1963:32]. 


Apparently, the most frequent resort of the mixed communi- 
ties in America is to emphasize the Indian component in the 
ancestry. This has been a long time precedent; Southern court 
records extending back to colonial days “reveal many efforts to 
prove that persons of doubtful ancestry were descendants of 
Indians and not Negroes” (Johnson 1929:43). The degree of In- 
dian admixture as over against White and Black admixture is, of 
course, difficult if not impossible to establish, but it is certain that 
communities such as the Choctaw in Mississippi and several oth- 
ers in Virginia are predominantly Indian. For such groups, this 
is a matter of fact; for most of the others, the degree, if any, is 
a matter of opinion, but it is likely that most American mixed 
communities have at least some Indian blood. 

Alternative explanations of the darker skin coloration of mem- 
bers of mixed communities, offered by them to counter the as- 
sumption of local Whites and Blacks that they are predominantly 
Negroid, have developed along with, or in place of, the Indian 
origin version. Origin myths involving claims to Portuguese and 
Moorish ancestry are especially widespread. A small group in 
Northampton county in North Carolina call themselves Por- 
tuguese, and have been registered on the election books as such, 
but complain that they are not accepted for what they are by 
local Whites and Negroes who call them “resentful names.” In 
February, 1958, according to newspaper stories, a representative 
from the Portuguese embassy in Washington visited the settle- 
ment because, he said, there was a feeling of “great indignation” 
in Portugal over the alleged mistreatment of these people 
(Anonymous 1958). The embassy representative reported that he 
was “inclined to think” that there was some connection between 
Portugal and the North Carolina colony and intended to submit 
a “strong protest” to the U.S. State Department. No further infor- 
mation is available. A similar ancestral claim of the “Turks,” the 
fighting gamecocks of Thomas Sumter’s Revolutionary War 
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band, has been investigated by Turkish nationals which resulted 
in mixed opinions. The “Moors” of Delaware are known to us 
chiefly through the writings of C. A. Weslanger (1943), and a small 
group known as “Free Moors” once existed in the Santee-Cooper 
area of lower South Carolina. In the “Deep Creek” section of 
Crawford and Taylor counties of Georgia formerly lived a group 
claiming Italian descent but known to local people as “poor 
Whites.” A people formerly known as “Cubans,” and now desig- 
nated as Indians of Person County, live in that county in North 
Carolina and spill over into adjoining counties in Virginia. The 
Lumbees of Robeson and adjoining counties in North Carolina, 
formerly known as “Croatans,” cherish the tradition of descent 
from Sir Walter Raleigh’s lost colony, a tradition which not only 
gives them “White blood” but “superior White blood.” The 
Creoles of southern Alabama claim to be of French descent and 
discount any Indian and Negro connections. Malayan, Greek, and 
Arab ancestral elements also are sometimes claimed. 


VIII 


What of the future of the little races? They came into existence 
when they were recognized and named; one community known 
to me is said to have achieved an identity and a name within the 
past thirty years. Perhaps others will in time achieve similar 
recognition. Still others will disappear, as some already have 
disappeared, when they can no longer isolate themselves from 
the larger society or as the larger society moves in upon them. 
American industry, no longer allowed to tap all the cheap labor 
it wants from other parts of the world, is mopping up available 
cultural and racial islanders within the boundaries of this 
country. Automobiles and the call of the city promote nation- 
wide mobility; little race ghettos are appearing in several cities. 
Highway construction is making inroads into community lands, 
perhaps the community’s most important principle of ancestral 
order and continuity. Many of the little races have tenaciously 
persisted for generations on the same land, but they are not likely 
to persist there forever. Soldiers, White and Black, in Southern 
military posts, marry the attractive girls from the communities, 
while the local boys range far and wide looking for mates. The 
segregated school, built by and especially designed for the chil- 


The “Little Races” and Racial Theory 177 


dren of the mixed bloods and long the chief center of community 
life, is on the way out in response to court orders. “Our school,” 
where questions regarding racial origin were not asked or re- 
corded, is no longer “our school.” The tri-racial mixtures in South 
Carolina are said to be making gains toward White status, 
whereas the Creole community of lower Alabama is said to ac- 
cept the Negro component in its mixture as well as its Negro 
neighbors more readily. E. G. Malherbe writes from South Africa 
that “the Buys island is fast becoming a mere peninsula—cultur- 
ally as well as genetically” (1971). Ethnologists appear to be run- 
ning out of culturally uninfected tribes, and we may be running 
out of little races. Madison Grant (1918) worried about the “pass- 
ing of the great race,” but only a few of their own members 
appear to be worried about the passing of the little races. Now 
is the time to take a more systematic and comprehensive look 
at the sort of communities discussed by the contributors to this 
series. I have tried to suggest a frame of reference, and a series 
of propositions which could be turned into researchable ques- 
tions, appropriate to a comprehensive inquiry. 


The “Little Races” and Racial Theory 


I regard the study of what I have elsewhere called the “little 
races,’ particularly in the South and in South Africa, as bearing 
most significantly upon the problem of race and race relations 
generally. It does not help a great deal if these communities are 
viewed merely as exotic groups in isolation from their neighbors 
and outside the context of social theory if for no other reason than 
that they help overcome the stereotyped images of too many of 
us that the boundaries of racial groups are fixed and clear-cut. 

Out of the massive confrontation of whites and blacks in at 
least these two race relations regions of the world there have 


SOURCE Paper delivered at meeting of the American Anthropological As- 
sociation, New Orleans, December 2, 1973. 


178 Plantation Societies, Race Relations, and the South 


appeared third races struggling to be born. They are relatively 
recent biological and social hybrids occupying a position and 
playing a role intermediate between the original racial and cul- 
tural groups to which they are most nearly related. 

In America they have in them, in varying proportions, the 
blood of the native Indian which ordinarily they prefer to elevate 
above the possibly more preponderate other ethnic components 
to the status of principal ancestor. In Latin America, Indians 
mixed with other ethnics, originally called mestizos, ladinos, 
cholos, etc., have tended to lose identity as Indians and to 
become Mexicans, Peruvians, or Bolivians.! In the United States, 
the “little races” have moved in the opposite direction; they have 
progressively emphasized the Indian connection. If the members 
of the mixed community in America resist identification as 
blacks, and if they are not accepted by whites, there is no alterna- 
tive to the Indian claim, other than local and unacceptable origin 
myths, in a situation like that of the South where “belonging” 
not only to grace but to a major historical race is almost a cultural 
imperative. Belonging to a race, any race, is a necessary way of 
underwriting social arrangements in order to have a recognized 
place in them. 

The marginal or in-between communities of mixed bloods 
have been territorially segregated, or have segregated them- 
selves, in sanctuaries into which their members can retreat from 
their partial association with neighboring black and white groups 
whose members are highly prejudiced against them. In these 
sanctuaries they have built up functional social systems of their 
own around one or more institutions. Separated spatially they 
are, or come to be, separated qualitatively also. They and their 
neighbors recognize social and institutional as well as territorial 
boundaries. Individuals from the three ethnics frequently cross 
the boundaries, but the community itself continues to live on 
through many generations. 

It is essential that we understand the “little race” in the context 
of a society, that is, as a group living inside a larger group. The 
marginality of the mixed communities have everywhere been 
defined for them by the acknowledged races living around them 
which in the course of time named them by epithet. The naming 
process contributed to the realization, the establishment, and the 
segregation of the mixed community and by so doing contributed 


The “Little Races” and Racial Theory 179 


also to the racial identification of the surrounding peoples; the 
“nowhere beiongers” helped name and identify the rest of us 
who do belong somewhere. They served to strengthen the racial 
categories in which we have placed whites and blacks; they at 
least served to remind blacks that not all dark people can be 
grouped with them. Contrast or negative beliefs about them are 
needed by the numerically and politically dominant groups as 
they grope toward a positive conception of themselves. Out of 
such a dialectic races as well as other sorts of groups are born. 
Of course we are white or we are black but what are we whites 
or blacks against? Each “race” threatens each of the others and 
each feels the need of protection from each of the others. In a 
climate of race the mixed community of underdogs has to strug- 
gle to be a race also. Mixed-blood groups in the United States are 
backed up against the authenticity, not only of their color as in 
the case of whites and blacks, but principally against the tradition 
of the noble red man and this has to become the chief basis of 
their pride and of their survival. This is set against the stigma of 
former slavery in the case of the blacks and against the alleged 
avarice of the whites. Their dilemma originates in part in the 
tension between having an identity and remaining poor on 
ancestral lands or losing identity and moving out into the main- 
stream of American life. 

The “little races” pose some very interesting and important 
theoretical considerations about which we may speculate. If we 
are disposed to suppose that the boundaries of racial groups are 
clear-cut we also tend to think of them as static entities. If now 
we are conscious of racial divisions in our society and throughout 
the world our disposition is to assume that we have always had 
such divisions. We read our present racial distinctions far back 
into the past. It was God who originally set the races apart in the 
act of creation. But, of course, social and biological races are a 
constant becoming. Universal miscegenation has always violated 
the boundaries of such groupings to create new groups some of 
which, as the idea of race settled upon men, tended to become 
new races. An immutable process goes on. As in some universal 
Virginia reel, individuals are continually dancing off in new di- 
rections, embracing new partners, with groups joining and con- 
joining, forming, transforming, reforming, deforming, alterna- 
tively becoming rigid and then flexible, only to dissolve and start 
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all over again in the everlasting process of group-making. In the 
process new names and new group types appear, some now 
called races, but the underlying process itself, like the tides of 
the ocean, is ceaseless. At some point the members of new groups 
become conscious of membership and aware of a kinship with 
each other and an apartness from others. The we-they dichotomy 
in a common societal frame is necessary and inevitable in human 
affairs always and everywhere. Race, and the ideologies in- 
tended to account for it, is one of the relatively more recent 
expressions of this highly dynamic process. The “little races” 
afford a dramatic opportunity to study the particulars of this 
process near at hand. 

Out of the welter of colonial settlers from Europe, often origi- 
nally at odds with one another and strongly committed to various 
national loyalties, there developed at long last that race now 
known as white because that was the color of their skins and 
about all they had in common. Scores of men and women from 
different tribes from Africa, originally unable to understand even 
the speech of one another, came under the shared sameness of 
slavery to know themselves as Negroes or blacks because that 
skin color was about all they had in common. The native Indians 
did not even know they were Indians—they were members of 
this or that tribe—but eventually they came to know themselves 
as red Indians because this was what the others called them. But 
racial identification did not come overnight, and the self-concep- 
tion of men as white and the self-conception of men as black have 
altered many times between 1619 and the present. Whites are not 
now the same kind of whites their fathers were and blacks are 
not now the same kind of black men as their fathers. There will 
be further identity changes as time passes. The “little races” may 
help us better understand race-making situations generally and 
the processes of racial formation and change in them. 

With the formation of the “little races” there inevitably arose 
a number of origin myths accounting for the existence of each 
community. Critical historiography must deny or discount these 
stories even though they are essential to human needs for dignity 
and identity. We humanly need to know who we are and where 
we came from and even mythical answers are necessary and 
functional. But realistic speculation on the origin or origins of the 
little races in America require the reconstruction in imagination, 
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with what facts we can come by, of what must have been the kind 
of situation in which the grouping of déraciné or rootless in- 
dividuals might have come about. Along the colonial American 
frontier from Canada to Florida there were several little bands 
of settlers whose homelands were across the Atlantic. They lived 
precariously on the edge of a forested and moral wilderness 
which stretched into an unknown west, a wilderness where men 
might escape the rules of community and consort with whom 
they pleased in the common business of living and mutual protec- 
tion. 

We know from records of the time that, at least on the unruly 
Southeast frontier, there was an indiscriminate mingling of 
whites, Indians, and Negroes ? and that for a time, in the 1780’s, 
the marriage of white men and women to Indian men and 
women was favored.? In the back country marriage was unneces- 
sary. Except for the Indians there was a decided sexual imbalance 
in favor of white and black males. When these men wanted 
women they had recourse to Indian women or none at all and 
all evidence indicated that they took full advantage of their op- 
portunities.* It is to be expected that groups of divergent race 
and mixture would form, perhaps nucleated around settlement 
or “parchcorn” Indians. The Handbook of American Indians 
(Bulletin 30) spoke of such groups as “people who combine in 
themselves the blood of wasted native tribes, the early colonists 
or forest rovers, the runaway slaves or other negroes, and proba- 
bly also of stray seamen of the Latin races from coastal vessels 
in the West Indian or Brazilian trade.” 

These little islands of nondescript people, later augmented by 
other and similar elements from time to time, living in or near 
swamps, hills or stradled across state boundary lines, formed in 
all probability the genesis of the communities we call “the little 
races.” As white farm and slave plantation settlement moved in 
around them drawing unfavorable distinctions, as a racial ideol- 
ogy evolved in the larger society, and as close in-marriage and 
intermarriage among the outcastes became the only avenue of 
mating and procreation, the stage was set for the emergence of 
new groups of unstable racial identities. 

Students of native societies in Africa, now reeling under the 
impact of widespread change and disorganization, remark often 
of detribalization and tribalization. We have the same phenom- 
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ena in America although we do not often use these concepts. But 
consideration of the problem of the little races may serve to call 
attention to the corresponding problem of de-racialization and 
racialization. How are races made, dissolved, and recreated both 
biologically and sociologically? All peoples begin as a mix, but 
why and when does a mixed community itself come to propound 
sanctions against miscegenation? Under what circumstances 
does such a community come to regard itself, and to be regarded, 
as a new race? To what extent is the presence of a “little race” 
an index of the character of existing relations between the larger 
and acknowledged races around them? What is the role and 
function of buffer groups generally? 
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Sociology and Sociological Research 
in the South 


A Time for Appraisal 


We used to think of the South as a culturally passive area where 
people assumed that what had always been would always be. 
Unlike the urban North, where change initiated from within 
seems almost to have been the very life principle of the society 
itself, change in the feudal and agrarian South has appeared as 
something forced from without in the form of market fluctua- 
tions and northern carpetbaggers.! The South has seemed to live 
inside its people like an instinct. The Middle West, on the other 
hand, has appeared in the inhabitants of that area more like a 
habit. Time and new surroundings can break a habit, but an 
instinct is unbreakable and unchangeable. 

The past and the future of sociology and of sociological re- 
search in the South is an appropriate theme for discussion at a 
time when the southern instinct is being discarded along with 
all the other alleged instincts. For this region, like other parts of 
the world, is seething with active and contradictory movement, 
and sociologists have long regarded social change as one of the 
cardinal problems of their science. Today the ordinary citizen 
and reader of newspapers can hardly escape reflection upon the 
meaning of the changes going on so rapidly around him, while 
sociologists are required by the very nature of their occupation 
to probe deeply for these meanings. Our study of the nature and 
meaning of social change will include, naturally, a consideration 


SOURCE From Howard W. Odum and Katherine Jocher (eds.), In Search of 
the Regional Balance in America, University of North Carolina Press, 1945, pp. 
114-123. 
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of the changes that have taken and are taking place in the science 
in which we have a professional interest. It is obvious that 
changes in society and changes in sociology are not unrelated. 
Sociological study in the South, like sociological study every- 
where else, has never proceeded in a vacuum. On the contrary, 
it has gone forward in close relationship to the movements of 
change in the community where sociologists live and carry on 
their work. We ourselves are part of the object of our study. It 
is true, of course, that the sociological fraternity extends far 
beyond the boundaries of region and State. Science has a world- 
wide character, and research in it is carried on through the infec- 
tions of enthusiasm and discussion over which no one group, race, 
or nation has a monopoly. Nevertheless, there are certain situa- 
tional imperatives in every society which have much to do with 
the generation, the transmission, and the increase of knowledge, 
and it is therefore well for us to try to understand southern 
sociology in its regional and institutional setting. 

It seems obvious that if we could secure such an understanding 
we would be in a better position to aid in the reorientation of 
southern sociology for the tasks ahead. Just now when our whole 
outlook on the future seems to be undergoing change is a good 
time to face the east a little more exactly and to seek again the 
proper bearings and relations of sociology. A time when we seem 
to have reached a dividing point in the history of our civilization 
is a good time to do a little stock-taking and a good time to do 
a little soul-searching. It is a good time to ask ourselves some of 
the more elementary questions we ask our beginning students 
such as, What is knowledge? What kind of knowledge is scientific 
knowledge? What is sociological knowledge? What is research? 
What is the place of valuation in science and in scientific re- 
search? We would do well to clear our minds of some of our pet 
conceptions over which we now stand guard as though they were 
property rights and approach these questions and others like 
them with a certain primitive innocence. 

But sociology has been determined and probably will continue 
to be determined, not so much by rules of logical necessity, as 
historically and on the basis of interest. Sociology has been deter- 
mined by what has been done and what is being done by men 
who call themselves sociologists. If sociology is what sociologists 
think about, talk about, and write about, then we have a good 
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many sociologies, perhaps about as many sociologies as we have 
sociologists. Nevertheless, there is little doubt but that region and 
Zeitgeist have impressed themselves upon the sociological move- 
ment and have helped define its problems. Certainly this has 
been true of the South. “It is certainly no accident,’ Myrdal 
remarks, “that a ‘regional approach’ in social science has been 
stressed in the South.” ? Neither is it an accident that in the old 
Southern Sociological Congress the South possessed what proba- 
bly was the first of the regional sociological societies. Like Catho- 
lic sociology and rural sociology, southern sociology has been 
deeply concerned to defend rather than to analyze a body of 
mores. For this reason Catholic sociology has remained entirely 
outside the American Sociological Society, rural sociology has 
been in and out, and southern sociology has been in but until 
now, perhaps, not entirely at home in it. 

An effort to outline the historical relations of the South to 
sociology might with some profit and insight be organized 
around the three prepositions, for, of, and in, most often used 
to indicate the relation of objects to actions. I shall speak of 
sociology for the South as that sociology which, as a body of 
doctrine, has been used or is being used either to resist impend- 
ing change or to promote social change. Sociology of the South 
is a sociology which has achieved and is achieving the meritorious 
result of advancing somewhat our understanding of the object 
studied but which is not itself thereby advanced. Sociology in the 
South is a sociology which, viewing the South as a kind of social 
laboratory, undertakes to exploit the rich experiences of south- 
ern life to advance our knowledge of human nature and the 
processes of social change generally. 


Sociology for the South 


When in 1854 George Fitzhugh published his Sociology for the 
South he had in mind, as did certain contemporaries of his, a 
sociology battling in behalf of a regional interest and a sectional 
sentiment. To understand what the argument was all about let 
us note how the South arose first as a region, or a part of a region, 
and then later as a section. 

The South was originally differentiated as part of an economic 
region in an expanding world of commerce and production for 
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commerce after the sixteenth century. (Advances in communica- 
tion and cheap water transportation turned the Atlantic into an 
inland sea and gave the warmer lands in and surrounding the 
Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico divisions of labor in the larger 
community of western civilization as producers of agricultural 
staples for the markets of Europe. The South, with outlets along 
the Atlantic coast and the Gulf of Mexico, became the northern 
part of the Gulf-Caribbean region. The agricultural resources of 
this tropical or semi-tropical region were found to supplement 
those of northern Europe, and the profitable market invited 
large-scale development. Throughout the region the labor re- 
quirements of large-scale agriculture led to the displacement of 
native populations by new populations imported from Europe 
but more especially from Africa.) In the absence of a self-dis- 
tributing labor market, agricultural entrepreneurs could secure 
and hold labor only by means of slavery, and the slavery was 
fastened upon the imported Negroes. The institution of the plan- 
tation arose in this region as a factory for producing the staples 
and at the same time as a means of accommodating peoples of 
diverse race and culture to each other. The region became a 
natural habitat for the plantation, and the plantation in turn 
defined and characterized the region. 

The fact that, as a part of the United States, the South had its 
North—had, in other words, political ties with a people who 
seemed to stand about engaging in constant and irritating criti- 
cism of the southern way of life—led the people of the South to 
that degree of conscious reflection and justification of their cus- 
toms which lifted them to the level of mores.* Thus the South 
became differentiated as a section through conflict with other 
sections of the United States. Sectionalism was induced in the 
South, Craven tells us, “by a drive launched first against her labor 
system and then broadened into an attack against the character 
of her people and their entire way of life.” + North and South 
came to form different conceptions of themselves but they were, 
nevertheless, differentiated as counterparts of each other out of 
the same dialectical process. Struggling within the limits of the 
same Lebensraum the contest for ascendency in the Union was 
for the way of life of each section a struggle for existence.° It was 
George Fitzhugh who first made the remark, later to be repeated 
by Lincoln, that the Nation could not continue to exist half slave 
and half free. 
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Strong sectional feeling is without much doubt mainly respon- 
sible for the fact that the leading form of social scholarship in the 
South has long been in the field of history. In sectionalism as in 
nationalism it is the historian along with the orator and the poet 
who functions to define and express the hopes, the fears, and the 
cause of a people. The historians of the South have functioned, 
as historians everywhere have functioned, to create and preserve 
the values of their society. They have done this through the 
method of contrast, a method which has served to emphasize the 
differences between the South and other parts of the United 
States. It is not too much to say that, not only have they worked 
under the influence of sectional feeling, but they also have been 
prime movers in its creation. 

Now if southern history has functioned to traditionalize the life 
of the South, sociology made its appearance in this area before 
the Civil War in an effort to naturalize and to rationalize that life. 
Only recently have we begun to realize the importance of the 
slavery controversy upon the beginnings of sociology in the 
United States. In 1849 George Frederick Holmes, a naturalized 
southerner originally from the plantation society of British 
Guiana, began to discuss the necessity for a “sociology” to oppose 
the liberalism of his day. Holmes was familiar with the writings 
of Auguste Comte, with whom he corresponded, and by 1852 was 
the foremost interpreter and critic of Comte in America. He was 
the doctrinal predecessor of Henry Hughes of Mississippi, called 
by Bernard the “first American sociologist,” and of George 
Fitzhugh of Virginia.© There were important differences be- 
tween these men, of course, but they all were united in a com- 
mon effort to establish intellectual sanctions for slavery. In view 
of our present tendency to associate sociology with liberal doc- 
trines it may come as a surprise to find the subject beginning its 
career in America as a vigorous and often extravagant defender 
of the vested interests. As a matter of fact, however, these early 
southern sociologists were thinking well within the Comtean 
solution of the problem of freedom versus order. They differed 
from Comte in segments of their thought, and Comte probably 
would not have approved the slavery which they were con- 
cerned to justify, but they shared in the essential conservatism 
of his views.” 

It has been suggested that “the sense of belonging to a defi- 
nitely ordered society may have been one reason why southern- 
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ers were the first Americans to make much use of the word 
‘sociology’.” § All these sociologists wrote in a spirit inspired by 
“the sense of belonging to a definitely ordered society,” but it 
was Fitzhugh, the best known and the most influential of them, 
who felt most sensitively the threat of gathering forces opposed 
to the southern order. It was Fitzhugh who best stated the issues 
involved and who so addressed himself to them as to carry the 
controversy aggressively into the camp of the opposition. In do- 
ing so he defined sociology in such a way as to make of it not 
merely a doctrine supporting the southern position, but also a 
“science” directly at war with an enemy of its own, namely, 
political economy. “Political economy,” Fitzhugh explained, “is 
the science of free society,” i.e., the science supporting laissez 
faire, free competition, and democracy. Fitzhugh opposed the 
teaching of political economy in southern universities and once 
spoke of the necessity of giving that “science” the coup de grace. 
Apparently the science being groomed to do this was sociology.® 

Fitzhugh did not base his defense of slavery and of the south- 
ern order upon grounds of racial and biological superiority ex- 
cept incidentally, and in this respect he departed from other 
rationalizers of the slave order. Fitzhugh elevated the pro-slav- 
ery argument to the level of a “slavery principle,” which in turn 
was raised to the level of a “conservative principle,” which in its 
turn is finally the principle of control and subordination which 
he found running through all forms of human association—mar- 
riage, the family, the state. This more abstract principle is soci- 
ology. 

It is not necessary to elaborate the particular use Fitzhugh 
made of his doctrine nor the particular form taken by the doc- 
trine itself. Let it suffice for us to recognize that sociology in the 
hands of the sociologists of the Old South was a doctrine and as 
such was a part of the ideology of southern sectionalism. Doc- 
trines are formulations and rationalizations of a faith evolved 
during the course of controversy and oriented toward political 
action. Once formulated there is a tendency to regard them as 
objective “principles” and to appeal to them as men appeal to 
a just God. It is satisfying to feel that we fight on the side of 
eternal principles and not merely that the principles are fighting 
for us. Doctrines are therefore very important in collective ac- 
tion and they deserve a high place in the study of society, but 
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they never constitute a scientific explanation of society. We lose 
our competence to understand and to deal with them when we 
ourselves become doctrinaires. 

Just how and when sociology in the South changed from a 
conservative to a liberal doctrine we do not know, but the change 
was under way shortly after the Civil War. In April, 1867, Miss 
Anna Gardner, a young northern woman who conducted a school 
for Negroes in Virginia, wrote a local white printer to ask him 
to make a donation of printed diplomas to the school. She had 
heard that Mr. Southall, the printer, was a “true friend” of the 
cause of Negro education. Mr. Southall replied that, while he was 
as deeply interested in the welfare of the Negro race as anyone, 
he was not willing to furnish the diplomas because he opposed 
the teaching of “sociology” to Negroes and he shared in the 
opinion of white citizens of the community that Miss Gardner 
was guilty of teaching social equality. Miss Gardner defended the 
teaching of “sociology” with the quotation, “Whatsoever ye 
would that men should do to you, do ye even so unto them.” !° 
Other and similar uses of the word indicate that sociology was 
being understood by southerners as a doctrine of a radically dif- 
ferent sort scarcely fifteen years after Fitzhugh and others had 
employed it as a doctrine in defense of the slave order. 

The tendency to interpret sociology as a liberal doctrine has 
continued down to the present time and the disposition to do so 
is perhaps stronger in the South than in any other part of the 
Nation. Or at least a glance through the topics listed in the annual 
census of research in progress issued by the Southern Sociological 
Society indicates that such an interpretation predominates. 
Whether speaking for the South, or to it, it appears that many 
of our sociologists are and have been more interested in their 
own preaching than in people. Now we have seen what doctrinal 
obsessions have done to corrupt the scientific spirit in such 
totalitarian countries as Germany, where the theory of relativity 
was held to be a Jewish attack on “Nordic physics,” and in Russia 
where such statements as “we stand for the party in mathemat- 
ics” and “we stand for Marxist-Leninist theory in surgery” appear 
in scientific journals. While spurning such “science” we need to 
become aware of the possibility of ethnocentrism in scientific 
circles in our own society, especially in the social sciences. Nordic 
physics is no more invalid as science than the Christian sociology 
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sometimes offered in American college courses. Our decided 
preference as citizens for the values of democratic society should 
not blind us as scientists to the fact that science is not advanced 
by conversion from one set of doctrines to another. The climate 
of democracy is undoubtedly more favorable to a free system of 
science than totalitarian climates, but the pressure of democratic 
dogmas may in some respects be as inimical to science as the 
pressure of totalitarian dogmas. Our chronic debate over the 
question of values in sociology, a question which ought long ago 
to have been settled, is perhaps one expression of the influence 
of the pathos of democracy in social science. Another is our suspi- 
cion of theory as such and our insistence upon immediate and 
practical results from research. 

Democratic doctrines have set up goals and assumptions which 
have been accepted as “facts” and “principles” in much the same 
way that other societies have accepted other goals and assump- 
tions as “facts” or “principles.” It may be suggested that much 
of what we are calling sociological research in the South consists 
of a documentation of “facts” for or against some system of values 
in connection with social problems. Such “research” exhibits the 
ideology of the liberal or conservative and results, consequently, 
in a low level of abstraction. The very word research is often used 
so loosely that it has come to mean almost anything. 

Every science seems to have its sworn enemy. Astronomy has 
its astrology, chemistry its alchemy, and sociology—well, the 
enemy of sociology is cleverer; it calls itself sociology, too. 


Sociology of the South 


The sociology of the South is the sociology of one who, whether 
southerner or nonsoutherner, native or outsider, endeavors to 
maintain something of the detachment of the stranger as he looks 
at the South and examines it. For him the South together with 
its contents is a social object to be studied as he studies other 
social objects like a family or a city area. The genesis of the 
conception of the South as an object of sociological investigation 
perhaps dates back to observations made by travellers in this 
section from Europe and from the North. 

In 1880 Horace E. Scudder noted that “the South is still a 
foreign land to the North.” 1! It had long been such and to some 
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extent continues to be. To the urban North the Far or Lower 
South became in time the Deep South inhabited by natives 
whose customs and superstitions must have seemed almost as 
strange as those of the natives of Deep Africa. It was a land 
remote, dark, deep, and mysterious. The reports of travellers 
who went into this region and lived to return made interesting 
reading for the cosmopolites of the North. Frederick Law 
Olmsted, among others, reported and analyzed the workings of 
southern society before the Civil War, and such men as Whitelaw 
Reid, Carl Schurz, Ray Stannard Baker, and others continued to 
visit and report on the state of the South after the War. Many 
of these men, if not most of them, were newspaper men and 
journalists and of course were not regarded, and did not regard 
themselves, as social scientists. But they did introduce something 
of the objectivity of the stranger into their observations which 
even for us today possess considerable insight and value. The 
transition from the use of the South as an object of muckraking 
by northern journalists to its use for anthropological field work 
by northern investigators has been made in recent years by John 
Dollard, Hortense Powdermaker, W. Lloyd Warner, and others. 
Their contributions to an understanding of the society of this 
section have been most important and are most welcome. Inci- 
dentally let it be noted here that the observations about the 
South of both northern journalists and social scientists have al- 
most invariably focused upon the issue of race and race rela- 
tions. 

Sociology in the Old South had its origins outside educational 
institutions but its development in the post-bellum South has 
occurred through college and university channels.!? Thus in the 
South, as elsewhere, the transmission and increase of sociological 
knowledge have fallen largely within the ambit of the academi- 
cian. Now in the pursuit of knowledge much depends upon who 
is doing the pursuing, whether priest, teacher, or man of leisure. 
We are not well prepared to say just how sociology has been 
shaped by the kind of institution which has monopolized it, but 
it is reasonably certain that the influence has been great. The 
nature and degree of that influence upon southern sociology 
might better be understood if we investigated it in connection 
with the special history and role of southern higher education, 
and such an investigation might prove very revealing. We might, 
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for one thing, better appreciate the significant differences in the 
sociologies taught and studied in agricultural and land grant col- 
leges, denominational colleges, State universities, and white and 
Negro institutions. 

When sociology entered the curriculum of colleges and univer- 
sities it became subject to the laws of academic inheritance. A 
professor, like everyone else, likes to express his individuality by 
differing from his colleagues about this or that, but all in all 
professors are a rather tradition-bound group and have great 
respect for university and subject precedents. Like well brought 
up children they do not like to depart too far from their training, 
and in some academic fields the lines of training lead far back 
into the past. Our professors were trained by their professors who 
in turn were trained by other professors. 

We are just beginning to get a generation of sociologists in the 
South who were trained in southern institutions. Their teachers 
in these institutions were trained in European and northern uni- 
versities. This northern trained generation of teachers of soci- 
ology in southern institutions studied and carried out graduate 
research under some of sociology’s great architects and system 
builders. These men were such inspiring teachers and such wise 
counselors that their students became loyal and devoted disci- 
ples. When their students came to the South or returned to the 
South they turned the methods and points of view of their men- 
tors in the direction of a sounder and more rewarding study of 
southern society than this society had ever before received.!* 
They have advanced the sociology of the South and things south- 
ern to the status of a respectable body of knowledge and for this 
the rest of us will ever be indebted to them. 

But the fact seems to be that in the process of passing sociology 
along from one generation to another some of us have inherited 
a conception of sociology as a dialectic to be advanced by criti- 
cism of the concepts of the various “schools.” Preoccupations 
with such logicisms may make us very sharp and brilliant but it 
lands us in a vicious circle from which there is no escape. The 
consequence is a sort of sociological scholasticism. Immersed in 
such scholasticism we can discuss almost any of the problems of 
sociology without once looking to see what concretely we have 
in the problem. We refer rather to what the authors of textbooks, 
i.e., the authorities, have said about it. 
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Another result, apparently, of academic inheritance is the fact 
that much of the procedure of sociological research in the South 
as elsewhere falls in the domain of custom, and too often the 
methods used are only survivals of older ones or blind imitations 
of the methods of others. This seems particularly true of statistics, 
a procedure so “objective” as to have a minimum use for the facts 
of experience. Professor R. E. Park has illuminated us upon the 
subject of rote learning.'!4 We need also to consider the subject 
of rote teaching but of more immediate interest to us is the 
matter of rote research. Rote research is manifest by the extent 
to which we flounder around in the rituals and mysteries of meth- 
odology, that mouth-filling word we sociologists love so well. It 
appears that many of us become so much concerned with meth- 
odology that the thing to be studied comes to seem unimportant. 
Perhaps we have committed to memory the steps to be taken 
in “correct” scientific procedure. We have defined the problem 
and ascertained the sources of data. We have formulated a hy- 
pothesis and we have read the literature. We have consulted the 
statistician and he has told us just what questions we must ask 
in the questionnaire in order to treat the returns statistically. And 
finally we have decided whom to interview and we think we had 
better collect some cases. The only trouble is we are not particu- 
larly interested in the matter we have decided to study. 

Speaking of a disposition to follow too closely the procedures 
of the masters rather than their spirit of inquiry, Dr. W. I. 
Thomas wrote in a letter, “You will remember that the chemist 
Ostwald followed the careers of all his students and that in his 
Grosse Manner he said that all his students who attended his 
lectures regularly and were attentive failed to amount to any- 
thing while all those who neglected the lectures became distin- 
guished. My aversion to the formal attention to methodology is 
just here—that it is not only unfruitful but it tends to a fixation 
of habits and sterility.” 15 One of the almost inevitable conse- 
quences of inheritance of any kind is a tendency toward formal- 
ism, and to combat this in the field of sociology it is necessary for 
us to wage continuous battle against rote teaching and rote re- 
search. 

The obsession with fact gathering as an end in itself, an obses- 
sion which places some of us at the opposite extreme from the 
scholastics, is perhaps a result of the cult of formal objectivity. 
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The fact gatherer proceeds under the assumption that the facts 
need only be gathered and allowed “to speak for themselves.” 
His conclusions are his opinions concerning what the facts say. 
Perhaps the investigations of the fact gatherer are really in the 
nature of surveys. They are not ordinarily related to hypotheses 
and there is a minimum utilization of available theory. Ordinarily 
the facts are gathered and organized under common sense con- 
cepts. Many if not most of these investigations are carried out to 
aid in the formulation of policies or as instruments of reform. As 
such they are useful and effective. When reform is needed there 
is no gainsaying the value of a shovelful of facts to help it along. 
And there certainly is no quarrel with any sociologist who has 
a healthy respect for those compulsory experiences we call facts. 
Most of us would profit if we paid more attention to the facts and 
many of us would do well if we left our offices and campuses more 
often to get closer to the grass roots. But the mere fact gatherer 
is far from being a man of science. As John Dewey has said, “No 
amount of mere fact finding develops science nor the scientific 
attitude in either physics or social affairs. Facts merely amassed 
and piled up are dead; a burden which only adds to confusion. 
When ideas, hypotheses, begin the play upon facts, when they 
are methods for experimental use in action, then light dawns; 
then it becomes possible to discriminate significant from trivial 
facts, and relations begin to take the place of intellectual scraps.” 

It may be suggested that while the thing studied, that is, the 
South, is now somewhat better understood, the sociology of the 
South has not appreciably advanced the fundamental body of 
sociological theory. There has not yet come out of the South, I 
believe, a volume comparable to Folkways, The Theory of the 
Leisure Class, Human Nature and the Social Order, or The Polish 
Peasant. If the value of sociology or any other science is to be 
tested by the question, Does it yield a better understanding and 
control than can be had by common sense? and if the answer is 
yes, then the science in its existing state of theory is, of course, 
valuable. It follows, however, that advances in social theory are 
an indispensable desideratum for advances in understanding and 
control. Research and theory should react upon each other and 
develop each other. The point is that southern sociological re- 
search is obligated to advance our knowledge of the South but 
it also is under obligation to advance the science of sociology. 
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Shall southern sociologists continue to leave to sociologists in 
other parts of the world the formulation of newer viewpoints as 
a guide to research, or will they use the rich resources of southern 
experience to help advance the body of sociological theory them- 
selves? Is it sufficient to mark out the South as historians mark 
it out, that is, as an area to be studied as an end in itself, for its 
own sake alone, or is it not also a part of our business to use the 
South as a field of observation for the study of human nature and 
society generally? 

It has been charged that the South has been on the defensive 
so long that its people have lost the art of self-examination, and 
Lambert Davis asserted that “Southerners have made surpris- 
ingly few discoveries about the South chiefly because they as- 
sumed they already knew it.” !® Perhaps we have not made the 
discoveries about the South we ought to have made and perhaps 
our passion for self-discovery has not been commensurate with 
our opportunity. If so, it is a challenge to advance the sociology 
of the South. But the real question goes much deeper than this 
and becomes: Have southern sociologists made the discoveries 
about the nature of social organization and social processes we 
ought to have made and how great is our interest in utilizing the 
southern situation to make such discoveries? To the extent we 
are concerning ourselves with this fundamental question we 
have sociology in the South. 


Sociology in the South 


The sociology of the South at its extreme is the sociology of 
self-conscious intellectuals who minimize the facts of their own 
experience and the life experiences of the people in the commu- 
nity around them. It is the sociology of the career or office sociolo- 
gist, the sociologist of the book. It is rather paradoxical that soci- 
ology, the science which, more than any other, is charged with 
the study and understanding of the simply human, should itself 
stand in need of humanizing. Sociology requires devotees who 
like people and who find people interesting, all kinds and condi- 
tions of people, people as they are, the good and the bad, the 
white and the black alike. To the sociologist in a special sort of 
way nothing human is alien. 

Now the South is a land of sprawling diversity and great con- 
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trasts, and the people in it have combined and recombined to 
effect all sorts of relationships and types. Regardless of what its 
partisans or its enemies may think of this land, the South is full 
of the matter of sheer human interest. In the 1880’s when Ameri- 
can writers were discovering provincial types, dialects, and cus- 
toms they found in the South, more than in any other section, 
the sort of literary material demanded. The human nature re- 
sources of the region were exploited so thoroughly that Professor 
Pattee called the period “The Era of Southern Themes and Writ- 
ers.” “Nowhere else,” said he, exaggerating a bit perhaps, “were 
to be found such a variety of picturesque types of humanity: 
Negroes, crackers, creoles, mountaineers, moonshiners, and all 
those incongruous elements that had resulted from the great 
social upheaval of 1861-65. Behind it in an increasingly romantic 
perspective lay the old regime destroyed by the war; nearer was 
the war itself, most heroic of struggles; and still nearer was the 
tragedy of reconstruction with its carpetbagger, its freed slaves, 
and its Ku Klux terror. Nowhere in America, not even in Cali- 
fornia, had there been such richness of literary material.” 17 The 
literary interest in the South, it might be added, is perhaps even 
stronger today than it was in the 1880’s. 

Not only are the materials for a great literature present in the 
South but also for a great sociological renaissance. Recently two 
southerners, Jonathan Daniels, white, and J. Saunders Redding, 
Negro, took to their automobiles and travelled around the South 
to see what was going on and to talk to hitchhikers, filling station 
operators, waitresses, farm laborers, TVA officials, miners, plant- 
ers, textile workers, and State officials.!® Readers who viewed the 
panorama of southern life through the eyes of these two writers 
could hardly have failed to be deeply impressed by the stirring 
human drama being enacted in this section of the nation. In 
another book, edited by W. T. Couch, entitled These Are Our 
Lives, these same types of people are permitted to speak up for 
themselves, and we were surprised to find that, in spite of the 
apparent drabness of their lives, they had interesting and human 
stories to tell. All around the South social experiments are going 
on, some planned and some just happening. The people are talk- 
ing and asking questions, more concerned about the future than 
southern folk usually are thought of as being. In short, the South 
is a region where human nature and social processes can be 
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observed and studied somewhat as a naturalist studies vital 
behavior in the field and where the student possesses some spe- 
cial advantages for observation. And when such an authority as 
Wesley Mitchell tells us that “the most urgent item of unfinished 
business is to increase our knowledge of human behavior,” such 
study assumes greater significance than the mere expression of 
idle curiosity. 

Not that there is anything wrong with having idle curiosity. 
Quite the contrary. Scientific research does not begin with data 
nor with method but with an individual who ardently wants to 
find out something, and who is not deterred by the difficulties 
he encounters in his search for the answer. Most people possess 
some native curiosity which is, however, dissipated when difficul- 
ties are encountered. But there are a few sociological Galileos 
and Pasteurs and Darwins whose appetite for knowledge is sim- 
ply whetted by the difficulties and who drive ahead. They seek 
facts that are relevant to the questions that trouble them, con- 
struct hypotheses in imagination, and then test the hypotheses 
by pitting the facts against them. They become concerned with 
methodological problems after they have discovered an interest. 
They have questions to ask of the data and they devise their own 
methods for getting answers or choose intelligently from existing 
methods. There is no substitute in any kind of scientific research 
for the curious and inquiring mind. Much more important than 
the methods of science is the spirit of science, and this spirit, says 
Charles R. Stockard, “is a fleeting and tenuous affair. It never 
exists where time and routine are important. It disappears with 
an eight-hour day or a six-day week or a nine-month year. The 
atmosphere is inspiring only where all time belongs to the spirit 
of science.” !° 

A genuine spirit of scientific research in sociology is certainly 
not absent in southern sociology. In at least two southern univer- 
sities—at the University of North Carolina under Dr. Howard W. 
Odum and at Fisk University under Dr. Charles S. Johnson—it 
can be seen in action, and its results are distinguished throughout 
the whole sociological fraternity. 

A few years ago I visited a meeting of Alpha Kappa Delta, at 
the University of North Carolina, and during the course of the 
program a member read a list of the studies being carried on by 
the students and faculty. The list was very interesting. The stud- 
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ies were concerned almost entirely with problems in southern, 
mostly North Carolina, counties, or with aspects of southern state 
or regional life and welfare. It happened that shortly before I had 
visited Fisk University and there attended a meeting held by Dr. 
Johnson and his graduate students. It was a sort of acquaintance 
meeting, and each student was asked to state the problem upon 
which he was working. These studies ranged the world; students 
were writing theses on aspects of society in Brazil, South Africa, 
the Philippines, and some of the islands of the Pacific and of the 
West Indies. The contrast between the character of the studies 
announced at these two meetings was striking, but at both insti- 
tutions one felt the presence of enthusiasm and life. The impor- 
tant thing at each university was not the number of the students 
and faculty engaged in research, nor the nature of their projects, 
but the spirit of the place. Spirit is a hazy thing to describe but 
it is all-important, nevertheless, and when it is absent no amount 
of money available for research, no amount of personnel or dis- 
tinguished talent, no amount of equipment and convenience will 
carry research very far or learn very much beyond mere formal 
knowledge about the world in which we live. 

The impression gained of the work of the sociologists at the 
University of North Carolina is that they frankly are interested 
first and foremost in immediate social welfare and social control. 
Their view, apparently, is that the way to build up a knowledge 
of social facts in their significant relations is by the pragmatic 
device of entering upon a course of social planning and ex- 
perimentation, that science does not precede but follows efforts 
at control. The University of North Carolina sociologists have 
concerned themselves particularly with the so-called Negro 
problem as the focal point in the complex of southern social 
problems, but they have taught us to see all our problems in their 
interrelations and in the context of southern life as a whole. They 
pursue investigations along this line under the rubric of regional- 
ism. 

The sociologists at Fisk University also have studied and are 
studying immediate aspects of southern life, but they seem to be 
much more interested in the comparative use of nonsouthern 
experience in the analysis of southern society. Their studies are 
not confined to southern horizons or to southern historical levels. 
They seek to wrench analysis clear of the particularistic assump- 
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tions of a single culture and to put the phenomena of southern 
life in a wider context of relationship and meaning. Especially 
are they concerned to make a contribution to the comparative 
study of race relations. It might be fair to say that the sociologists 
at the University of North Carolina are interested primarily in 
conditions while those at Fisk University are more interested in 
Processes. 

Men probing for solutions to the social problems of their day 
often end up by discovering society. They sometimes rise above 
place and time through the paradox of putting themselves more 
intensely into their place and time. At this point there is a tend- 
ency for interest in social problems to at least make room for an 
interest in sociological problems and for the pursuit of a kind of 
knowledge which does not promise to be immediately useful but 
without which rational control in the practical affairs of life may 
never be gained. This requires comparative study. The South as 
a unique historical society cannot be compared with anything, 
but regions and sections, not only in the United States but 
throughout the world, are subject to comparative study. So is the 
plantation, and so are race and race relations. 

There is, of course, no reason why southern sociologists should 
not turn their attention to the study of any segment of social life 
in which they may be interested. Southern sociology would be 
the poorer if interest in the family, population, crime, et cetera, 
were not strongly represented here. But a review of the history 
of southern sociology suggests that the lines along which it may 
make its greatest contribution, not only to an understanding of 
the South and its problems, but to the progress of science gener- 
ally already have been marked out for it. The relations between 
the races is the axis upon which southern life has turned for a 
hundred years or more. Southern sociology began with it, devel- 
oped with it, and must continue with it. In the midst of wide 
diversity of economic interests and social backgrounds there still 
is just one South because of the Negro problem. More than any- 
thing else it has defined the section. More than anything else it 
has defined and influenced southern sociology. To be sure the 
race problem is no longer a sectional or even a national problem. 
It now is a world problem. This means that the scope of compara- 
tive study has been widened immeasurably and it also means that 
southern studies in race relations have value and meaning in an 
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ever-widening circle of social science. It is in the field of race 
relations, perhaps, that southern sociologists have their finest 
opportunity to contribute to the science of sociology itself. 

It is probable that the South will feel the impact of the changes 
to follow the present world war more acutely than any other 
region of the nation. As Southern sociology adjusts to these 
changes, and attempts to study and control them, it may undergo 
profound change itself. 


elQe 


The Planter in the Pattern of 
Race Relations in the South 


Without the planter there either would have been no race 
problem in the South or it would have assumed an altogether 
different form. Without its landed aristocracy the South might 
have turned out to be a society made up largely of poor whites 
and Indians. But in the actual course of southern civilization as 
it developed historically no other single factor in the situation 
had an importance equal to that of the planter and his work. 
There proceeded from his activities a process of social differentia- 
tion which not only established his own class but the lower white 
and Negro classes as well. 

These various classes have competed and struggled within the 
limits of acommon territorial, economic, and cultural order. Out 
of the interaction between them the idea of race arose and func- 
tioned as a social myth by means of which men established ties 
of affinity with each other and at the same time created social 
and spiritual distances which separated them from other men. 
But more particularly the history of the idea of race in America 
is bound up with the evolution of the status and the needs of the 
planter. It was primarily his need for labor and for authority over 
labor in a situation where men did not voluntarily offer them- 
selves as laborers which led to the development of the idea of 
race as a principle of control. Slavery was merely one mechanism 
through which this principle was put into effect. Today, accord- 
ing to Monroe Work, “the legal attitudes of tenancy are on the 
basis of race.” } 

It is advantageous to look at any economic and political situa- 
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tion from the point of view of those elements in it which take 
the initiative and which become the controlling forces. In the 
South the planter has been the active agent in the situation. 
Unlike certain other types of land barons of history he, like the 
modern industrialist, operates in a market economy for which 
his plant produces a commodity for sale. The market for which 
he produces is a world market, or at least a market remote in 
space and in time. It is necessary for the planter as a private 
entrepreneur to keep in mind the planting enterprise as a whole 
and to keep in view the market toward which it is oriented. This 
places upon him a concern which is likely to remain outside the 
view of the field laborers who do the actual work of planting, 
cultivating, and harvesting the crops. He stands between the 
market and the mass of workers who have little direct knowledge 
of the discipline which the requirements of the market impose. 
It becomes the problem of the planter, therefore, not only to 
secure and hold workers, but to organize their activities for a 
purpose not immediately apparent to them. Authority is requi- 
site for the carrying out of this purpose, but authority must be 
founded upon some principle more or less implicitly accepted 
by all the members of the community. A continuous control is 
impossible which is not founded upon a body of ideas and beliefs 
common to all. In the South such a principle of control was 
supplied by the idea of race the validity of which, once estab- 
lished, was denied by none, not even by members of the subject 
race. 

Relative to the total population of the South the planter class 
has never been large, but it is generally agreed that this class has 
exercised an influence entirely out of proportion to its numbers. 
In the ante-bellum South the status of the planter came to repre- 
sent success, and men measured their progress up the ladder of 
achievement by the degree to which they approximated the rank 
of the great planters. Physicians, lawyers, merchants, and even 
ministers often deserted their professions when opportunities to 
become planters presented themselves. Everyone was familiar 
with the jingle: 

All I want in this creation 


Is a pretty little wife and a big plantation. 


What Roland was to the youth of the Middle Ages, what the 
scholar is for Chinese and what the millionaire is for American 
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youth today, that the planter was for the young men of the Old 
South. Exclusive attention upon the status of the planter tended 
to inhibit the development of other types. Once established, 
planting as a pattern of success not merely tended to persist but 
to become a regional way of thinking. The intoxication which 
accompanied the struggle for plantation estates affected those 
who had not as well as those who had. Even free Negroes before 
the Civil War and freed Negroes after the War assimilated the 
tradition and sometimes became planters. 

The term “planter” itself has a long and interesting history. In 
Murray’s New English Dictionary a number of uses of the term 
are given. Owing to the wide meaning assumed by the infinitive 
“to plant” and its extensive use by the people of medieval Eng- 
land, planter evolved in meaning from a word denoting one who 
placed plants in the soil that they might grow to one who estab- 
lished or founded anything as, for example, a religion or a colony. 
In the early days of American colonization, however, the term, 
along with “plantationer,” “plantationite,” and “plantator,” was 
more likely to designate one who was planted or settled. 

In the organization of the Virginia Company of London in 1606 
two classes of members were distinguished: (1) “adventurers of 
the purse,” or those who subscribed money toward a capital 
stock, and (2) “adventurers of the person,” or “planters,” who 
agreed to go in person to settle the new territory and who were 
expected by their industry or trade to contribute to the profits 
of the enterprise. The group of people migrating from England 
to Virginia was a “plantation” and the planter was simply an 
individual member of such a group. For his personal adventure 
the planter received stock in the company on a basis of equality 
with those who invested funds. He also was entitled to support 
from the Company for a period of five or seven years. 

As the Company’s settlement in Virginia moved away from its 
original purpose of trading with the natives and came to depend 
upon the development of the resources of the country the status 
of the planters declined and they became hirelings of the Com- 
pany and tenants on the Company’s land. But in 1619, when the 
Company made a division of lands among their “adventurers of 
the person,” those who had arrived in the Colony before 1616 and 
who, as pioneers, had endured the greatest hardships, were each 
given 100 acres of land per share of stock. Of these, according to 
Wertenbaker, “a fair proportion became proprietors and were 
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regarded by later comers with especial esteem as ‘ancient plant- 
ers’.” 2 

Here we have a hint as to the probable reason why the term 
“planter,” which originally meant simply one planted or settled, 
came to gain prestige value as the title of the plantation aristoc- 
racy. There seems to be in human nature a general disposition 
to accord distinction to first things. There is a disposition in every 
group to remember and honor its pioneers. And from what we 
know of pioneers generally the “ancient planter” must have pos- 
sessed something of the pride, the inner dignity, and the strength 
of a first settler. On every frontier there is an inevitable contrast 
between the oldtimer and the greenhorn or tenderfoot, a con- 
trast all to the advantage of the former. 

In one of his most interesting essays Josiah Royce, who grew 
up in the mining camps of California, made a significant observa- 
tion of one of the factors in the origin of status in those communi- 
ties. Out of the raw and extreme democracy of these camps there 
emerged a semblance of an aristocracy composed of those who 
got there first. The first to arrive acquired the most favorable sites 
but above all they acquired an experience which the newcomers 
did not possess.* This is something like the relation between the 
generations—the newcomers have to sit at the feet of the old- 
timers and learn. 

It must have been similar in early Virginia. Those who pion- 
eered at Jamestown gained experiences and rights which enti- 
tled them to respect and made them “ancient” planters in the 
eyes of those who came later. For, of course, those who came 
later, especially the indentured servants, crossed the ocean and 
settled in Virginia under entirely different circumstances. These 
later arrivals were immigrants, not planters, in the original sense 
of that term. When the cultivation of tobacco began, the connec- 
tion of “planter” with agriculture was easily made. When it be- 
came necessary to distinguish between the holder of indentured 
servants and slaves and those free white colonists who did not 
hold servants or slaves the term planter functioned to designate 
the former and to meet the needs of ordinary conversation. In 
short, “planter” came to designate, not simply a vocation, but a 
status, a status to be achieved.? 

By the time of the Revolution, the South had developed from 
within a well-entrenched aristocracy. The status of planter had 
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not only been achieved by many but the status itself had ad- 
vanced upward to new heights. Authority, prestige, wealth, lei- 
sure, all in high degree united in establishing that type of eight- 
eenth century planter which was represented by such men as 
Madison, Middleton, Lee, and many others. However, the ex- 
ploitative and wasteful methods of cultivation identified with the 
planter caused some plantation owners, including Washington, 
to prefer the title “farmer” since they counted themselves fol- 
lowers of the most progressive cultivators of England and 
Europe. But this preference did not last and with the westward 
expansion of cotton cultivation “planter” as a badge of status 
became more firmly established than ever. By 1850 the United 
States census, under the superintendency of J. D. B. DeBow, of 
Louisiana, was distinguishing between “planters” and “farmers.” 

The planter in America grew up during our first heroic age. 
The planter as hero was a sort of land and settlement outlaw. 
Sombart has somewhere remarked that it is exceedingly hard to 
distinguish the last pirate and the first entrepreneur as persons 
separate and distinct. Every adventurer in a foreign land is some- 
thing of an outlaw since he is essentially an individualist making 
his way outside former group and cultural ties. At any rate, it is 
worth noting that the planter type began to take form in the 
West Indies and in eastern North and South America in the 
seventeenth century when buccaneering in the Caribbean and 
along the Atlantic coasts was on the wane. A little earlier piracy 
and privateering in these areas had reached extreme proportions 
and sea pirates made the staggering hauls for which they became 
famous. The ramifications of piracy were extensive and reached 
into the ranks of officialdom and business. But with the decline 
of the rich profits to be made from looting the gold-laden Spanish 
galleons, the prosperity of piracy took second place to that of 
plantation agriculture. In the West Indies there was almost an 
economic succession from piracy to planting. From cutting 
throats to flogging slaves was not a very big step. 

It was in the midst of such a tradition of lawlessness that the 
tiny colonies in the New World were founded, and the “eman- 
cipating spaces” of the American environment contributed to its 
continuation. On new frontiers, as settlement pushed westward, 
the outlaw reappeared. Characters like Mason, Murrell, the 
Harpes robbed and murdered up and down the Natchez Trace 
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and then gave way to other equally notorious outlaws operating 
further west. Yet the depredations of these men were only a 
matter of a higher degree. In the situation all life was predatory 
and many men were either outlaws or linked with the outlawry 
of others. Coates, who has written most interestingly of the lives 
of some of the most famous bandits of the Old Southwest, re- 
minds us that the behavior of these characters was a concomitant 
of the behavior of the land pirates and settlers of the area in 
general. Such was the general pattern of life of the place and the 
period. The line between legality and illegality was a thin and 
vague one and men stepped from one side to the other as conven- 
ience and expediency dictated.® 

The land pirate who also found ways and means of impressing 
others into his service as laborers had at least one great advantage 
over the other type—he could found a dynasty. The lawless 
planter came himself to represent the law to the ruder societies 
and individuals about him. Planters and members of the planter 
class established and enforced their own rules. Out of illegality 
thus came a new form of law, and eventually planters themselves 
became more or less bound by their own rules. Through their 
heirs and through the generations of planters a lawless society 
was transformed into an ordered and disciplined one. 

John Smith and others described the early settlers of Virginia 
as a rough and contentious lot. Men of this stamp, and particu- 
larly those who had access to capital and were willing to use it 
adventurously, were the men who seized the opportunity of 
amassing wealth by the cultivation of tobacco. Wertenbaker has 
characterized the planters of seventeenth century Virginia as 
hard, crude, and grasping.® George W. Cable speaks of the early 
planters of Louisiana as having “an attitude of arrogant superi- 
ority over all restraint.” They were “unrestrained, proud, in- 
trepid, self-reliant, rudely voluptuous, of a high intellectual 
order, yet uneducated, unreasoning, impulsive, and inflam- 
mable.” 7 

The business of planting is one characterized by the presence 
of operations demanding a uniform type of unskilled labor. Ma- 
chine methods for such operations either do not exist or are 
uneconomic. The result has been since the days of early settle- 
ment an active demand for cheap agricultural labor. The de- 
mand was purely and simply a demand for labor, not, in its origin, 


The Planter in the Pattern of Race Relations in the South 209 


a demand for indentured servants or for slaves. But because the 
demand did not meet with an adequate response it grew into a 
demand for slaves. It was a demand for labor in a situation where 
no one need voluntarily offer himself as a laborer to another since 
he might easily take up land and farm for himself. Under the 
circumstances the planter has had to resort to a succession of 
methods for obtaining, concentrating, and controlling labor ade- 
quate to meet his needs. Through a succession of incidents Negro 
slavery gradually displaced white servitude, a change which also 
involved a shift from class and religion to race as the fundamental 
principle of control. The line of distinction between Europeans 
and Africans was originally less effected by differences of skin 
color than by differences of religion. The original justification for 
Negro slavery was based upon these religious differences; the 
Negro was an infidel or a heathen. This justification was a con- 
tinuation of the European tradition that unbelievers might right- 
fully be made slaves by Christian people. But the Old World 
Christians and non-Christians, e.g., Mohammedans, were not 
sharply distinguished by color differences, whereas in America 
and in South Africa religious differences coincided with differ- 
ences in color so that different religious groups were uniformed, 
and so readily visible to each other.® In this situation it is apparent 
that color would easily become the more basic line of separation, 
especially since religious differences need not be, and were not, 
permanent differences. 

There is the further fact that a justification which sanctioned 
initial enslavement and the slave trade, under the view that by 
enslavement the unbeliever would be brought into the true faith, 
presented difficulties when it came to be a question of continuing 
in slavery the converted slave. In the American colonies it was 
generally believed that the conversion of a Negro slave to Chris- 
tianity entitled him to his freedom. Many planters, for this rea- 
son, refused to allow Christian ministers and missionaries to 
come near their plantations. In this dilemma it became necessary 
for colonial legislatures, beginning with the legislature of Mary- 
land in 1664, formally to affirm the principle that baptism and 
conversion did not entail freedom. 

It was then that the evolving idea of race began to function. 
The idea of race was generated out of the situation as a working 
element in that situation. It was no transcendental idea having 
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an existence apart from the life experiences of men; it was instru- 
mentally and pragmatically bound up with their needs and pur- 
poses as they sought to put them into effect in a.concrete situa- 
tion. 

The idea grew that people possessing similar physical traits 
were innately and immutably “different” from those possessing 
other physical traits, almost different enough to constitute a sepa- 
rate species. However, it is not sufficient to say that whites came 
simply to regard Negroes as different; they came to regard them 
as opposite, like the sexes, and sometimes spoke of “the opposite 
race.” As Copeland has pointed out, the idea of race in the South 
functioned as a “contrast conception.” ° 

The general idea behind the planter’s government of his slaves 
was that Negroes have to be treated differently from other Euro- 
peans; not because they are black, nor because they are slaves, 
but because they think differently from the white men. The idea 
of fundamental racial difference is normally reinforced in a situa- 
tion such as that in which the planter found himself by the fact 
that the man who undertakes to administer a policy generally 
becomes aware of incalculable factors in the nature of those 
under him which he does not understand but which have to be 
reckoned with. The members of the master class do not ever 
really know those whom they are trying to control, and unex- 
pected and subtle behavior appears as further proof that the 
members of the subordinate class are of a different order of men. 
The unknowable Negro has appeared when his mater or em- 
ployer has had some program which ignored his own wishes and 
interests. 

If the planter determined the activities of his dependents, his 
slaves, or his tenants, he also came to assume responsibility for 
what he considered to be their needs. Regarding the behavior 
of those under him as capricious and child-like it was inevitable 
that he should develop an attitude of paternalism. The Negro 
slave was doomed to a sort of perpetual childhood, a status which 
was not entirely destroyed by the Civil War. The planter’s dispo- 
sition was to treat all dependents, regardless of age, as children 
and do for them what they might as well have done for them- 
selves under the assumption that they were more or less inca- 
pable of managing themselves. The plantation thus came to re- 
semble the patriarchal family with authority and affection, 
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subordination and personal responsibility existing side by side. 
The planter often boasted of what he did for his people and of 
his defense of them. He often regarded a wrong done to his slaves 
as an outrage to himself and championed their cause against 
others. A sense of magnanimity and noblesse oblige thus devel- 
oped more or less directly out of the planter’s original exubera- 
tion of strength and individuality. 

Although the Civil War did not entirely destroy the antebel- 
lum planter class the power of this class was consideraby weak- 
ened. Many of these old planters who tried to carry on with “free 
niggers” in the post-War period failed in business and were 
forced to sell their properties. Many moved into the towns and 
cities and entered other occupations. It was noticeable that insur- 
ance companies operating in the South often selected planters 
and ex-Confederate generals as their agents. Many became real 
estate dealers. Some who had employed overseers found it neces- 
sary to supervise their own planting operations while other ex- 
planters themselves engaged as overseers. 

By 1880 a new planter class, recruited from the ranks of doc- 
tors, lawyers, and especially merchants, was fast taking the place, 
so far as that was possible, of the older plantation gentry and their 
sons. The réle of the new planter as master underwent considera- 
ble reduction after the Civil War but his réle as landlord became 
a much more important one. 

The Negro’s place at the bottom of the social scale was in large 
part determined not only by his color and by his previous condi- 
tion of slavery but by his landlessness. He had only his labor to 
offer and so, like the landless poor white, he became a tenant on 
the land of the planter. He was free to move away at the end of 
the year but only to become a tenant on the land of another 
planter. 

The changes that have taken place in race relations in the 
South since the Civil War are in large measure correlated with 
changes that have taken place in land utilization and tenure. The 
poor white and the Negro are back together on the plantation 
as tenants under a common planter and landlord. And because 
there are degrees of tenancy ranging from the share-cropper at 
the bottom to the renter and part-owner at the top, race rela- 
tions, so far as the planter and the Negro are concerned, differ 
somewhat with the status of the tenant. They become something 
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else again when the Negro becomes a landowner and independ- 
ent farmer. We may expect that future changes in race relations 
in the South will depend much upon changes that take place in 
the relations of the races to the land. 

Although there is a tendency toward reconcentration of land 
ownership, a tendency which is halting the acquisition of land 
by Negroes, it is probable that the end of plantation life in the 
South is only a matter of time. At any rate, the status of the 
planter since the Civil War has declined considerably and contin- 
ues to decline. The rise of the poor and middle class white man 
to political influence, the competition of new urban and indus- 
trial classes, and radical changes in market conditions have made 
it impossible for the new planter class to rise to the heights of 
a true aristocracy and the descendants of the old planter aristoc- 
racy are broken and scattered. There continues to exist, how- 
ever, the aristocratic planter tradition of good breeding, quiet 
living, family honor, and high social standards. The South has 
arrived at a point where, in many communities, there exists an 
aristocratic tradition without any aristocrats. 


el3e 


The Natural History of Agricultural 
Labor in the South 


I. “The Collapse of Cotton Tenancy” 


Under the title The Collapse of Cotton Tenancy there was 
published in 1935 the result of a two-year investigation made at 
the University of North Carolina and Fisk University. It is a very 
short book of less than a hundred pages, but it pictures the 
present plight of the South in language so clear and so convincing 
that it is bound to leave the ordinary American reader very much 
moved and decidedly disturbed. The present situation in the 
South is described as “our greatest social humiliation,” and cotton 
tenancy is pictured as possibly even worse than slavery. It is easy 
to understand after reading this book why President Roosevelt 
recently called the South “the nation’s Economic Problem Num- 
ber One.” The system of cotton tenancy, the authors suggest, is 
about to “collapse.” There are vast impersonal forces operating 
to end or to transform it—forces connected with the credit sys- 
tem, the concentration of land under corporate ownership, soil 
exhaustion, competition of other fabrics, loss of world markets, 
and the mechanization of production. 

As important as any of these factors, however, are those that 
have to do with dignity and status, or the lack of them. Various 
agencies, writers, and agitators are now giving the tenant farmer 
a self-recognizable account of his own experiences, an account 
which is leading him to ask questions about things which for- 
merly he took for granted. With a good deal of help from both 
his friends and his enemies he is discovering not only his poverty 


SOURCE In D. K. Jackson (ed.), Essays in Honor of William K. Boyd, Duke 
University Press, 1940, pp. 10-74. 
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but also his low status. There are opportunities in the present 
situation for him to make comparisons and contrasts; as a result, 
he is becoming conscious of his social nakedness. He is ashamed, 
and filled with a human and moral concern for covering him- 
self. 

If it is true that people are not oppressed until they know and 
feel it, then the great mass of Southern farm tenants have not 
been oppressed. They have had a great many personal com- 
plaints and grievances against planter and overseer but no gen- 
eral indignation against the system of tenancy. They have not 
characterized it as evil because they have not characterized it 
at all. Very few of them have reflected upon the existence of a 
system of tenancy. Born to the situation, they simply took it for 
granted. But now they are no longer taking it for granted. The 
spirit of protest is beginning to stir among them, a protest which 
fundamentally is against the low status connected with farm la- 
bor and with poverty. 

In American society generally the supporting philosophy of 
the system of share-tenancy is beginning to decline and to as- 
sume a defensive position. The inconsistencies and contradic- 
tions in the system are being searched out and made known, and 
the tragic aspects of life in the situation are coming prominently 
to the fore. We are being led to feel that an essentially human 
quality is being outraged in the lowly sharecropper, and inevita- 
bly our indignation is aroused. 

When the tragic aspects of a society come strikingly to the 
front, that society is breaking up. But more than this, what is 
breaking up the present order in the South—what perhaps 
breaks up any social order—is a conception of something differ- 
ent and better in the light of which the existing situation seems 
intolerable. This fact suggests an interesting parallel between the 
present discussion of share-tenancy and the discussion of slavery 
before the Civil War. 

On ante-bellum plantations slavery was not an abstract prob- 
lem of right and justice to be debated. One does not discuss the 
rightness and the wrongness of that which is regarded as a part 
of nature; one simply assumes it to be right. Slavery was a set of 
concrete and very commonplace relationships with individual 
Negroes like Henry and Tom for the very practical purpose of 
making a crop of cotton or tobacco. The ordinary planter, the 


The Natural History of Agricultural Labor in the South 215, 


overseer, the poor white, and even the slave did not often discuss 
it.2 Discussion went on elsewhere—in the halls of Congress and 
in university and urban centers. 

Now share-tenancy has been an established practice for at least 
seventy-five years, perhaps much longer. The plantation system 
of which it is a part has had a continuous history from the days 
of original settlement. Like slavery, share-tenancy survived be- 
cause it worked, and it worked long enough to become an ac- 
cepted and customary social arrangement.’ In the rural areas of 
the South planters and tenants have been accustomed to discuss- 
ing problems connected with the crops they grow, but not the 
system of social and economic relationships which surrounds the 
growing. 

For forty years or more teachers and leaders like the late Dr. 
E. C. Branson and others have been studying and discussing the 
problem of farm-tenancy in the South. Again the discussion went 
on at the top, in university and urban centers. It did not reach 
the plantations. 

What distinguishes present from past discussion of share- 
tenancy is the implication of the present discussion for action. 
In the minds of teachers, students, farm leaders, administrators, 
and politicians a program of action is taking form. If the discus- 
sion of slavery led to the Civil War and the overthrow of that 
system of labor, the present discussion of share-tenancy in the 
South threatens the plantation itself. A social movement with the 
small farm as a goal is in process of formation. The Collapse of 
Cotton Tenancy is a contribution to this movement. 

Reflection upon the “collapse” of a system of society as vast and 
as complicated as that which rests upon share-tenancy, and 
speculation upon the consequences of the movement for an ideal 
something to take its place, invite a rearward look at the systems 
of agricultural labor control in the South which preceded ten- 
ancy. For tenancy is just the most recent of several systems. The 
plight of tenants does not arise from any inherited constitutional 
pathology; share tenants are not, as Mr. Mencken characterized 
them, “perambulating test tubes for the culture of hookworms.” 
Neither is their condition owing, as our moralists either charge 
or assume, to wilful conspiracy on the part of planters living and 
dead. On the contrary, share-tenancy, like slavery before it, is the 
unintended result of the intentions of several generations of 
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men. No one sought to make the situation just what it has 
become. 

It is the purpose of this essay to review the history of agricul- 
tural labor in the South with attention to those of its features 
which illuminate the processes that established precedent, rules 
of practice, and customary patterns of action and outlook gener- 
ally. We shall not deal with events but with processes of change 
in an effort to understand how the present agricultural labor 
situation has come to be what it is and to understand the situation 
that may prevail. Within the limitations of this purpose it is 
proposed to consider: the nature of the plantation institution and 
the universality of its baleful reputation; the sort of situation in 
which forced labor and the plantation arises; the planter as the 
active agent in the situation; the succession of labor systems his- 
torically connected with the Southern plantation—indentured 
servitude, slavery, and tenancy; with a briefer discussion of the 
relation between the planter’s labor problems and _ the 
institutionalization of the plantation. 


II. The Plantation Institution and its Reputation 


However diversified plantation institutions in various parts of 
the world may be—and they present a wide variety of forms— 
they all have this characteristic in common, every one of them 
is an organization designed primarily to advance, express, and 
defend the interests of a planter or a planter class through the 
formal or political control of a subordinate class. 

In this fact there is nothing unique about the plantation. Most 
economic institutions in our modern capitalistic order are also 
political institutions, that is, they, like the state, rest finally upon 
the authority principle. But the authority of the planter or- 
dinarily operates in a situation which throws the connection be- 
tween political means and economic ends into a certain relief. 

In the first place, the planter’s authority is exercised for the 
purpose of producing an agricultural staple for sale. Of all modes 
of land utilization, the raising of crops and livestock requires the 
most space. For large-scale agriculture the planter needs a rela- 
tively large land area. This means that the plantation, the area 
over which the planter’s authority extends, is not merely a point 
but a territory and this means, in turn, that the plantation by 
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nature isolates itself. The result is a community in which the 
planter possesses power not only over the laborer’s job, but also 
over his home, his recreation, and his daily relations with others. 

In the second place, capital and labor relations on the planta- 
tion are commonly at the same time race relations. Or, at least, 
the plantation type of relation tends to stereotype the confronta- 
tion of people of different race as one of capital and labor.* The 
laborer and the planter face each other as representatives of 
different racial or cultural groups. Relations between them are 
relations of subordination and superordination. The subordinate 
members of the plantation under the authority of the planter are 
commanded, regimented, and disciplined, not for conflict with 
rival plantations or with the state, but for the work of cultivating 
and harvesting the crop. Plantation agriculture may be described 
as military agriculture. 

In the American tradition the plantation and the ranch are the 
two rural institutions which have been objects of considerable 
romantic interest. In the ranch tradition it is not the rancher but 
the cowboy, the laborer, who, mounted, wild and free, has cap- 
tured our imagination. But there is little about the plantation 
laborer to invite emulation. The lot of the man who labors in the 
soil with his hands, and especially when he labors under the 
direction of another and to the profit of another, is not envied. 
We do not regard him as really free, even though the law may 
so define him. Like the serf he is in some measure bound to the 
land and a part of it. 

The source of romantic interest in the plantation is not the 
laborer but the planter who, in the tradition, is master of a little 
kingdom which he rules in courtly splendor.* The feudal lord, 
who owns the land which others cultivate, tends always to ap- 
proximate the role of the turbulent land baron in semi-, some- 
times in full, revolt against the king or state. So did the Virginia 
planter challenge the authority of the King of England,® and so 
did the Southern planter rise in revolt against the government 
of the United States. The American people admired the hot- 
headed aristocrat, victorious or defeated. 

Nevertheless, in spite of this romantic interest which centered 
around the planter, plantation societies in America and through- 
out the world generally have never borne the best of reputations. 
Conditions in the frontier areas where staple and luxury agricul- 
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tural goods are produced contrast, or are alleged to contrast, with 
conditions in the older areas where these goods are marketed 
and consumed. The contrast is to the very great disadvantage of 
the plantation areas and hence the low, sometimes unsavory, 
reputations of these areas. At one time in English history the 
phrase “to the plantations” seems to have had something of the 
meaning which “to the galleys” had in Rome.’ 

Historically the expansion of Europe and the opening up of 
overseas areas for trade and settlement involved a change 
whereby the colored and so-called primitive peoples of the world 
gradually assumed positions analogous to those held by unskilled 
and unorganized workers in Europe and America. It was a 
change whereby native and non-European peoples, many of 
them at any rate, gradually became integral parts of the white 
man’s economic order. But the very nature of the change 
brought about glaring contrasts between countries of advanced 
civilization and those colonial areas, including plantation areas, 
where colored labor was used most extensively. 

In addition to the racial contrast there were sharp differences 
in living standards and in the remuneration of labor. But the 
contrast which chiefly accounted for the plantation’s bad reputa- 
tion was that between the free labor of Europe and the forced 
labor of the plantation areas in the colonies.® 

“Plantation colonies have regularly been the seats of wholesale 
enslavement,” says Keller, and adds that the abolition of slavery 
leads only to various substitutes and subterfuges.® In various parts 
of Africa, for example, hut and poll taxes have been imposed on 
natives in an effort to force them into the labor market. In the 
former German colonies in Africa natives were forcibly recruited 
for work out of their districts, and with cattle-owning, their sole 
means of independent livelihood, prohibited, they were forced 
to engage as plantation laborers. In Surinam laborers were for- 
bidden to cultivate bananas, and existing banana trees were de- 
stroyed in order to compel them to earn subsistence on the plan- 
tations. These and similar schemes for coercing natives by 
striking at the food supply have been widely employed. 

More extreme forms of coercion have been used in connection 
with the recruiting and transporting of laborers for plantation 
work. The African slave trade, which supplied New World plan- 
tations with labor for several centuries, is the best known and 
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historically the most important instance. Not so well known is the 
practice of “blackbirding,” formerly quite extensively employed 
in the Pacific area where kidnapped islanders were virtually sold 
into plantation slavery in Fiji and in Queensland. More recently 
the so-called “coolie trade” flourished in the Pacific and Indian 
ocean areas. Chinese and Indian coolies, contracting to work for 
white planters, had to agree to penal sanctions for the enforce- 
ment of their contracts. 

The existence of forced labor in one form or another in the 
plantation society of the American South is, therefore, not excep- 
tional. Southern experience corresponds with the experience of 
plantation areas generally. This fact suggests that, in spite of the 
reputation which the presence of such labor has given the South 
in the larger moral order of which it is a part, a reputation con- 
cerning which Southern people long have been sensitive, a 
proper explanation of compulsory labor will account for it not 
in terms of vice and virtue but in terms of an economic and social 
situation of a certain kind. This situation is described as one of 
“open resources.” 


III. The Labor Situation: Open and Closed Resources 


When Tacitus, the Roman, went into the land of the Germans 
he was impressed with the abundance of waste and unappro- 
priated land—superest ager. It was the “free” land of the Roman 
frontier. Perhaps, in the existing state of German culture, the 
resources of the country were being fully utilized, but to Tacitus, 
viewing the country through the eyes of one accustomed to Ro- 
man techniques and methods, it was an area of “open” resources, 
capable of far greater yields to sustain a far greater population. 

In other words, in the language of Isaiah Bowman, 


man himself. . . is a part of his own environment; his skill and knowl- 
edge are assets to him as definitely as that which nature provides in the 
raw. We cannot determine the capacity of a land from its physical 
aspects alone, its soil, its water supply, its temperature means and 
extremes, its forests, or the presence or absence of fisheries and the 
like. Greenland was one kind of country to the Vikings; it was another 
kind of country to the Eskimos; it would be still another kind of coun- 
try tous. Its capacity, or potential, would vary widely in these three 
cases.1° 
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It is probable that the resources of the New World, from the 
point of view of the aboriginal Indians, were being utilized about 
as completely as possible when this country came to be occupied 
by people with the experience of Europe behind them. But like 
Tacitus in Germany, the English in Virginia were greatly im- 
pressed by the great abundance of virgin land.!! 

Resources become open or closed, therefore, only in the rela- 
tion between two cultures. We should bear this in mind as we 
read the following quotation from Nieboer, in which he defines 
his twin concepts open and closed resources, concepts arrived at 
from a study of the conditions under which slavery and other 
forms of forced labor typically arise. 


The most important result of our investigation [he says] is the division 

. . of all peoples of the earth into peoples with open and with closed 
resources. Among the former labour is the principal factor of produc- 
tion, and a man who does not possess anything but his own strength 
and skill, is able to provide for himself independently of any capitalist 
or landlord. There may be capital which enhances the productiveness 
of labour, and particularly fertile or favorably situated grounds the 
ownership of which gives great advantage; but a man can do without 
these advantages. Among peoples with closed resources it is otherwise. 
Here subsistence is dependent upon material resources of which there 
is only a limited supply, and which accordingly have all been appro- 
priated. These resources can consist in capital, the supply of which is 
always limited; then those who own no capital are dependent on the 
capitalists. They can also consist in land. Such is the case when all land 
has been appropriated; then people destitute of land are dependent on 
the landowners. !? 


Where there is more land than there is labor to till it, where 
a profitable market for the products of the land exists, and where 
men of capital are competing with each other for labor, some 
form of forced labor is probable, especially if a class of people can 
be stamped and categorized for the purpose. Here two masters 
are running after one laborer, and the master who succeeds in 
getting him, will hold him if he can. Such a situation of open 
resources may lead, as it has led, to a “kennel economy of chattel 
slavery.” 

On the other hand, where men are driven to competing with 
each other for a place on the land or in a factory, wages may be 
reduced to a level lower than the cost of keeping them as slaves. 
Where two laborers are running after one master, the laborer 
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who succeeds in catching him, will hold him if he can. There is, 
however, always the threat of the masterless and unemployed 
man. Such a situation of clased resources may lead, as it has led, 
to a “jungle economy of ‘free’ labor.” 

Indentured servitude, slavery, cropper-tenancy, and other 
forms of controlled labor, are devices for artificially altering the 
disproportion which unoccupied land bears to people. In this 
situation people rather than land is the factor which is subject 
to control, and social change operates to render people depend- 
ent upon a capitalist or landlord rather than directly upon the 
resources of the area. Labor unionism, on the other hand, is, in 
one of its functions, a device for altering the disproportion which 
surplus labor bears to land and capital. 

In the American colonies with an abundance of free or cheap 
natural resources there was no reason for a man voluntarily to 
enter or remain long in the employ of another. On the frontier 
he had every opportunity to become an independent squatter 
or farmer. Forced labor in America was, therefore, mainly a 
defensive measure against the effects of the frontier on the labor 
market. 

However, the assumption that the demand for labor is a corol- 
lary of abundant land is not always true in new settlements. 
There is a great difference in this respect between those colonial 
settlements that produce agricultural supplies for domestic con- 
sumption and those that emphasize the production of great sta- 
ple crops, like tobacco or cotton—what the Germans call Koloni- 
alwaren—intended primarily for foreign export.!? Obviously the 
existence of the market relationship sets up a strong demand for 
labor; the condition of open resources leads to some form of 
compulsory labor.!4 The extent of the frontier area over which 
forced labor is profitable, and to a large extent necessary, is deter- 
mined by the extent of the market relation. 

Now the South has been, at least until the present economic 
depression, what Nieboer calls a country of open resources. In 
his History of Virginia, published in London in 1705, Beverly 
stated that the inhabitants of Virginia depended upon the liberal- 
ity of nature “without endeavoring to improve its Gifts by Art 
or Industry. They spunge upon the Blessings of a warm Sun, and 
a fruitful Soil, and almost grutch the Pains of gathering the Boun- 
ties of the Earth.” As late as 1925, J. Russell Smith could write 
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of the South: “The working man in this region has two alterna- 
tives. He may work regularly, get wages and buy food, or he may 
work occasionally at the spasmodic labor of the farm and get an 
equal amount of food by going hunting, fishing or berrying—facts 
of profound influence in checking the development of manufac- 
ture.” !° 

The cultivation and harvesting of the great agricultural staples 
of the South have been characterized by the presence of opera- 
tions demanding a uniform type of unskilled labor. Machine 
methods for such operations either did not exist or were uneco- 
nomic. The result since the days of early settlement has been an 
active demand for cheap agricultural labor. This demand was 
purely and simply a demand for labor, not, in its origin, a demand 
for slaves. But because the demand did not meet with an ade- 
quate response, it grew into a demand for slaves.!® Slavery, in 
turn, spread into the Southwest as the market for cotton and 
other staples expanded. 

By the time of the Civil War economic changes in the South- 
east had undoubtedly occurred which were in process of altering 
the relation between labor and cultivable land. But concerning 
the view that in 1860 slavery was being “strangled for lack of 
room to expand” Gray points out that in the South generally “the 
plantation system was not seriously limited by scarcity of land. 
It had utilized only a small fraction of the available land area. The 
most fertile and easily available soils may have been occupied, 
but there was a vast area remaining, a considerable part of which 
has been brought into cultivation since 1860. At the time of the 
Civil War railways were rapidly opening up new fertile areas to 
plantation agriculture. Far from being a decrepit institution tot- 
tering toward a decline for lack of abundant land, the economic 
motives for the continuance of slavery, from the standpoint of 
the employers, were never so strong as in the years just preced- 
ing the Civil War.” !7 

The South continued to be, after the Civil War, a land of open 
resources with more land than there was labor to till it. In 1905 
Alfred H. Stone wrote: 


An adequate supply of labour is the first essential in the business of 
raising cotton. To secure it constitutes the most serious problem con- 
fronting the plantation management. Not for forty years has the supply 
equalled the demand in the alluvial section of Mississippi. Here the 
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Negro still has almost a monopoly of the field of manual labour, though 
at last his supremacy has been threatened by the white man. So great 
is the annual competition among planters for Negro labour that the 
latter is afforded opportunities for driving bargains superior to those 
possessed by any other class of agriculturists with which I have any 
acquaintance. !8 


It is not necessary to agree with Stone’s opinion that Negro and 
white tenants have superior opportunities for driving bargains 
with the planters, since the result of their bargaining has been 
so pitifully small, in order to appreciate the importance of the 
fact that the economic and social situation originally responsible 
for slavery existed at least until comparatively recently. We have 
as much reason to relate share-tenancy to this situation as we 
have to relate slavery to it. 


IV. The Planter as the Active Agent in the Situation 


The capital that migrates to overseas frontiers is quite different 
from the capital that stays at home. In the modern period, capital 
invested abroad usually is exempt from the governmental restric- 
tions that are imposed upon it at home. But aside from such 
arbitrary differences there seems to be a more fundamental dif- 
ference. According to Alvin Johnson: 


The [capital that stays at home]. . . , which we may denominate 
capital proper, is characterized by cautious calculation, by a preference 
for sure if small gains, to dazzling winnings. The other, which we may 
call speculative enterprise, is characterized by a readiness to take risks, 
a thirst for brilliant gains. . . . 

Capital proper thrives best in a settled order of society, where the 
risks of loss are at a minimum. It accepts favors from government, to 
be sure, but politics is no part of its game; peace, and freedom from 
disturbing innovations, are its great desiderata. Speculative enterprise, 
on the other hand, thrives best in the midst of disorder. Its favorite field 
of operations is the fringe of change, economic or political. It delights 
in the realm where laws ought to be, but have not yet made their 
appearance. To control the course of legal evolution, to retard it or 
divert it, are its favorite devices for prolonging the period of rich gains. 
Politics, thus, is an essential part of the game of speculative enterprise.!° 


But, of course, it is not abstract “capital” which exhibits these 
characteristics; they are exhibited by individual men. Capital is 
an instrument of power in the hands of a man who may use it 
either cautiously or adventurously. In a frontier situation where 
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men have no reverential feeling for the customs and obligations 
of the social order from whence they come, where life is crude, 
optimistic, pragmatic, and impatiently progressive, there are, in 
the words of Parrington, “the raw materials of a race of capitalis- 
tic buccaneers.” It is in the period of settlement that the bitterest 
competition for property occurs. Men bring to the struggle every 
resource they can command—the strength of their bodies, their 
weapons, their skills, their cunning, and their capital. In the 
situation in which we here are interested the successful man 
becomes a planter. The planter in turn becomes an engine of 
change, and the plantation institution takes its form and function 
from him.?° 

The planter is to be regarded as a variant of that class of in- 
dividuals who historically have possessed the land and put them- 
selves at the head of political institutions based upon the exploita- 
tion of the land. In his case capital is the main source of strength 
and power. Without it he does not establish a plantation. He 
becomes a commander of men because of his command of capi- 
tal. 

This point has an important bearing on the controversy among 
historians over the question of the source of Virginia’s planter 
aristocracy. One group, represented by Professor P. A. Bruce, 
argues that a fairly large number of members of England’s noble 
families settled in Virginia, and that from these Cavaliers 
stemmed the First Families of Virginia.2! Another group, led by 
Professor T. J. Wertenbaker, argues that Virginia’s aristocracy 
arose from men of humble circumstance with the development 
of the country and with Negro slavery and that it was distinc- 
tively of Colonial origin.2? Thus Professor Bruce says of Samuel 
Mathews that he “‘had married the daughter of Sir Thomas Hin- 
ton, the son-in-law of Sir Sebastian Harvey, one of the most distin- 
guished Lord Mayors of London in those times.” 2? Wertenbaker, 
on the other hand, calls Samuel Mathews “a man of plain extrac- 
tion, although well connected by marriage.” 74 Again Bruce em- 
phasizes the fact that “Adam Thoroughgood . . . was a brother 
of Sir John Thoroughgood. . . who was attached to the Court.” ?° 
Wertenbaker calls attention to the fact that Adam Thoroughgood 
“came to Virginia as a servant or apprentice.” 2° Samuel Math- 
ews and Adam Thoroughgood and many others like them be- 
came men of property and affairs in Virginia. They originally 
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were poor men who, however, were advantageously connected 
with other men presumably of wealth in England. It is evident 
that, commoner, noble or near-noble, those able to establish 
themselves as planters were those able to command capital from 
some source. The essential requisite to planting in early Virginia 
was not social rank but capital. 

When the profits from tobacco were discovered only such men 
as merchants and ship captains, and others having connections 
with wealthy Englishmen, could muster the capital necessary for 
the initial expense of establishing a planting enterprise. If the 
enterprise was a large one the initial outlay might amount to a 
considerable sum. In 1690 William Fitzhugh advised anyone 
planning to raise tobacco in Virginia to deposit £150 to £200 in 
the hands of a London merchant with which to buy lands in the 
colony, and an equal amount with some member of the Royal 
African Company for slaves.?” Of those who were able to raise 
such sums, and who had at the same time the desire, the courage, 
and the ability to supervise their investments in Virginia, some 
were men of social rank in England but probably most were not. 

Wertenbaker describes the merchant-planters of seventeenth- 
century Virginia as hard, crude, and grasping. Governor Nichol- 
son called Robert Carter, whose arrogance earned him the title 
“King” Carter, a man of “extraordinary pride and ambition.” 
Carter was probably the wealthiest Virginia planter of his day 
and in his attitude typical of the first generation of planters. A 
change took place in the personality of the planter with the 
complete establishment of his rank and the fixation of the habits 
that went with it. 


During the eighteenth century he gradually lost that arrogance that 
had been so characteristic of him in the age of Nicholson and Spots- 
wood. At the time of the Revolution are found no longer men that do 
not hesitate to trample under foot the rights of others as Curtis, Byrd, 
and Carter had done. Nothing could be more foreign to the nature of 
Washington or Jefferson than the haughtiness of the typical Virginia 
planter of an earlier period. But it was arrogance only that had been 
lost, not self-respect or dignity.?® 


The evolution of the planter into the well-bred aristocrat was 
achieved more completely in the older plantation areas of 
tobacco and rice than on the new cotton plantation frontier. 
Before the Civil War the cotton plantation had produced only 
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one or two generations of planters—men whose virtues were not, 
for the most part, those of niceness but of resourcefulness and 
enterprise. The new domain of cotton, a domain far more exten- 
sive than that of tobacco, rice, or sugar, created many nouveaux 
riches, or “cotton snobs,” as they were termed. 

Whether rude or aristocratic in manner, and regardless of the 
crop which produced his wealth, the status of the planter repre- 
sented success. With economic opportunity limited almost en- 
tirely to agriculture in contrast to the variety of occupational 
possibilities in the North, the South was almost completely a rural 
agrarian world. The plantation made it also a feudal world.?° 
With no large urban groups in the South to contest their control, 
planters exercised an influence on the economic and political 
system and defined a standard of life for the people out of all 
proportion to their numbers. The ambition of the farmer class 
was always to emulate the planters. The plantations which pre- 
vailed outside the tidewater areas were likely to be small in size, 
but every master of a few blacks tended to regard himself as in 
a Class with the planters. By 1850 the census was distinguishing 
between “planters” and “farmers.” 

The Civil War weakened, but by no means destroyed, the 
planter. He has remained one of the dominant forces in the 
Lower South, but new conditions have not allowed his leadership 
to remain unchallenged. Urbanization and industrialization have 
introduced new economic interests to compete with him for 
labor, markets, and political control. An unexpected competitor 
was the poor and middle-class white man who registered his 
protest in the Populist uprising of 1890. Since this revolt the 
planter has been a factor of diminishing importance in Southern 
politics. 

Nevertheless, in all that is historically and essentially “South- 
ern” the planter’s position is and has been central. If the South 
has been an area of open resources, the capital and the purposes 
of the planter were as indispensable in making it so as the physi- 
cal resources themselves. He was the active agent in bringing the 
resources of a portion of the New World into the markets of the 
Old. The problem of labor which this involved was not for him 
an abstract economic problem; it was the concrete and very 
practical problem of the man who has work to be done of getting 
workers to do it. As he solved this problem well or poorly, his 
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plantation prospered or failed. It was a problem which he faced 
in the early days of American settlement and it is a problem 
which has remained to plague him down to the present time. The 
Southern planter and his fellows, from Colonial days to the pres- 
ent, have faced labor emergencies as they arose and each has 
sought the most expedient way to free himself from perplexing 
difficulties. Out of the interaction of the efforts of many men have 
come certain tendencies and trends which appear to be more 
important than the mere temporal sequence of events. These 
“social forces” give to particular events, to individuals who are 
pushed out in front, and to the recording laws and literature, a 
significance they would not otherwise possess. 


V. From Apprenticeship to Indentured Servitude 


The experimental stage in the development of American slav- 
ery, so far as the South is concerned, belongs to the history of 
Virginia. Share-tenancy belongs to the history of the South gener- 
ally. The story begins with the English folkway of apprenticeship 
which paved the way for white indentured servitude in the colo- 
nies. Indentured servitude, in turn, was the historic base upon 
which Negro slavery was constructed. Share-tenancy established 
itself somewhat more rapidly than the preceding forms of con- 
trolled labor, owing to the decision of the Civil War, but it proba- 
bly represents the working out of consequences that Emancipa- 
tion interrupted and altered but did not prevent. It has been 
suggested that the slave was probably predestined to be what he 
has since very largely become, a peasant farmer. 

Apprenticeship is a system of industrial education, generally 
for minors. In Elizabethan England custom and law bound the 
apprentice to a master for a period of service generally seven 
years in length. The master was one skilled in a craft, a trade, 
or a profession. He was given authority over the apprentice, with 
power of corporal punishment, to aid in imparting his skill. Cus- 
tomary guild regulations and previous enactments were codified 
in the Statute of Artificers in 1562, which put a premium upon 
agricultural apprenticeship. The statute required a written con- 
tract between master and apprentice, a contract binding both 
parties, but one which apparently operated to the special advan- 
tage of the master. Justices of the peace and officers of the towns 
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were later empowered to bind out unemployed minors to mas- 
ters under certain conditions. In this way apprenticeship became 
a part of the system of poor relief.°° This was the status of appren- 
ticeship at the time of the plantation of America. 

The word plantation originally had reference to an organized 
and controlled migration. Plantation was a method of moving 
and settling labor, especially in overseas territory, where it was 
needed and where it might be profitable. World changes inci- 
dent to the discovery of new lands and to the shift in the routes 
and commodities of trade brought about in England an agrarian 
revolution. The reorganization of manorial estates, in order to 
supply rising urban markets, resulted in the uprooting of thou- 
sands of people who filled the highways and crowded the towns 
and cities. England regarded itself as overpopulated, and for the 
first time the nation officially realized that it had a problem of 
the poor. The poor laws and vagrancy laws, which were enacted 
during the first half of the sixteenth century, sought to restore 
the lost social equilibrium by re-establishing geographical and 
social stability. 

Now the thinning-out of the rural population of England and 
the plantation of newly discovered lands abroad with new popu- 
lations were both parts of the same fundamental and necessary 
process of population redistribution in an evolving world-eco- 
nomy. England was assuming a central position in this enlarging 
world-community. Plantation was an expression of an expanding 
overseas trade, and especially of trade which required the pro- 
duction of goods in overseas territory by European enterprise 
and management. It therefore involved the migration of Euro- 
pean capital and European management. But it was where na- 
tive people could not be brought under control as laborers, at 
least in sufficient number, and where a labor migration from 
Europe had therefore to be organized that the real nature of 
plantation was revealed. It was essentially an industrial army of 
occupation. 

It was this to the men of capital in England who invested in 
the plantation of America and stood to profit from the enterprise. 
To other interests in England, however, plantation was not only 
a migration of a certain kind but a social movement bound up 
with the problem of the poor and regarded, like the Poor Laws, 
as in part a solution of that problem. “A Plantation,” wrote Wil- 
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liam Penn, “seems a fit place for those Ingenious Spirits that 
being low in the World, are much Clogg’d and oppress’d about 
a Livelyhood, for the means of subsisting being easie there, they 
may have time and opportunity to gratify their inclinations.” 3} 
Many before Penn had written to the same effect. 

Plantation originally was transplantation, and the capitalist 
sponsors of the enterprise resided in England. Upon the rise of 
the planter resident in Virginia, an independent but responsible 
agent for the employment of English capital, migration changed 
to emigration and immigration. With a demand for labor on the 
part of the colonies, and with an oversupply in England, emigra- 
tion to the colonies was a natural consequence. But the mech- 
anism through which the new migration took place had to be 
different from that employed in plantation proper. It was no 
longer by means of an individual of wealth or a company trans- 
planting or “planting” people in a wilderness. It now became a 
problem of delivering a potential laborer in England to a poten- 
tial employer in America. It was a problem of how to transport 
the laborer since transportation was expensive and ordinarily 
quite beyond his means. A modification of the system of appren- 
ticeship proved to be the solution. The laborer in return for the 
cost of his transportation voluntarily bound himself, or involun- 
tarily was bound, to work for a master in the colonies for a speci- 
fied period of years. Variations of this practice developed in time, 
but it remained the basic pattern during the period of inden- 
tured servitude. 

“Indentured servitude was thus the Colonial analogue of the 
agricultural apprenticeship provided by the Statute of Artific- 
ers,” says Douglas, “and as such flourished chiefly in the great 
agricultural areas of the South.” 32 But apprenticeship and inden- 
tured servitude, originally very similar, quickly developed some 
very important differences. In the first place, the apprentice was 
generally a minor, while the status of indentured servant came 
to be held, usually, by an adult man or woman. In the second 
place, indentured servitude soon lost the educational function 
which was the essential mark of apprenticeship. Tobacco as then 
cultivated in Virginia required a good deal of hard labor but 
demanded no special skill on the part of anyone. The planter as 
entrepreneur was likely to be the only member of the plantation 
able to envisage the whole market situation, a situation more or 
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less outside the view of the servant, and in this capacity his 
function was indispensable. But as master his knowledge of the 
art of cultivating tobacco probably did not long remain much 
greater than that of the servant. Or certainly he did not need 
seven years to teach the servant all he knew. The word master 
ceased to mean a man who was master of his craft and came to 
mean a man who was master of others. The element of skill 
dropped out, but the element of authority and discipline re- 
mained and became, in fact, stronger as time went on. This 
change operated to degrade the status of the servant, and later 
on, of course, the slave, to a position much lower than that of the 
apprentice.** 

These and other differences between apprenticeship and in- 
dentured servitude developed from the fact that the latter was 
to function in a social and economic situation entirely unlike that 
in which apprenticeship functioned. It was again a difference 
between a situation of open and a situation of closed resources. 
For indentured servitude in the colonies served the double func- 
tion of a system of labor recruitment and control and a means 
of promoting immigration. In its latter function it served also, in 
theory at least, as a principle regulating the alienation and acqui- 
sition of land. Through the “headright” system planters were in 
part compensated by the community for the expense to which 
they were put in bringing over servants. Servants, in turn, in 
some of the colonies, were given grants of land upon completion 
of their terms of service. 

As property classes developed in such a colony as that of Vir- 
ginia, where insurrectionary plots on the part of servants were 
discovered, the increased exercise of authority on the part of the 
planter was demanded by the community.** The harsh vagrancy 
laws of England furnished precedents for the intervention of the 
public in the contractural relations between master and servant. 
Such public coercion, as distinguished from the enforcement of 
contracts, was supposedly in the interest of the public, but it also 
coincided with the interest of the planter. The vagrancy laws 
upon which public coercion was based were the legal sources of 
the harsher features of Colonial servitude and of slavery.*° 

From the planter’s point of view indentured servitude had an 
essential disadvantage in that, having been paid in advance, the 
servant had little inducement to work hard or to perform his 


The Natural History of Agricultural Labor in the South 231 


work with care. Judged by the uncomplimentary remarks so 
frequently made by planters, he was inclined to work about as 
little as he could. Under the circumstances, punishment for 
breach of contract or for offenses against the interest of the 
planter could hardly take the form of dismissal. Such an action 
on the part of the planter would have been equivalent to throw- 
ing the rabbit into the briar patch. Neither could punishment 
take the form of a fine in money since the servant had generally 
no means wherewith to remit a fine. Many of the incidents which 
further differentiated indentured servitude from apprenticeship 
and prepared the way for slavery developed from the resort to 
apparently necessary alternative forms of punishment. The alter- 
native forms were of two general types: (1) corporal punishment 
and (2) the lengthening of the period of servitude. 

The offenses which ordinarily required punishment were, in 
general, those which violated the planter’s right to the full time 
and service of the servant under the terms of the indenture. 
Idleness was a common complaint, but running away was, per- 
haps, the most frequent offense. Even when the servant was 
recovered, the loss of time and the expense were serious to the 
planter. Offenses that partook more directly of infringements 
against the peace and order of the community, as well as against 
the interests of the planter, included robbery, rebellion, and 
crimes of violence. 

In Virginia corporal punishment for these and other offenses 
was provided for in a law of 1619 which read, “If a servant wilfully 
neglect his master’s commands he shall suffer bodily punish- 
ment.” There was ample precedent for this in apprenticeship. 
Until 1662 the right of punishment was in the hands of the Assem- 
bly and the courts only, but undoubtedly it was exercised also by 
planters without legal right. Before the end of the seventeenth 
century corporal punishment had been extended to cover of- 
fenses against the dignity and status of the planter as well as 
offenses against his interests. Further control by the planter over 
the servant’s person and liberty of action was granted after the 
discovery of a plot of servants in 1663. The great alarm led to the 
strict regulation of such liberties as leaving the plantation and 
assembling. 

Punishment by means of extension of time had its beginnings 
in Virginia in 1619, when the first General Assembly ordered 
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servitude for wages as a penalty for “idlers and renegades.” This 
was to be service to the colony in public works and meant, of 
course, service in addition to the term of the contract. “In this,” 
says Ballagh, “we have the germ of additions of time, a practice 
which later became the occasion of a very serious abuse of the 
servant’s rights by the addition of terms altogether incommensu- 
rate with the offenses for which they were imposed.” °° 

The offenses which made the servant liable to corporal punish- 
ment were also those which led to punishment by the addition 
of time. Often both punishments were inflicted. Offenses espe- 
cially punishable by addition of time, however, seem to have 
been those involving relations between the sexes, e.g., marriage 
without the consent of the planter, fornication, and bearing bas- 
tard children. For these and other offenses “‘additions of time 
frequently amounted to as much as four or five years, or even 
seven years in some cases, and were often more than the original 
term of servitude.” *7 Second and third offenses, of course, 
brought the addition of even more time so that we read of serv- 
ants for twenty-five years, servants for forty years, and servants 
for life. 

Not only were servants given additional time for offenses com- 
mitted by them, but even when not guilty of offense they often 
were sold or held for periods longer than their indentures called 
for. A large number of suits for freedom came before the courts. 
With labor so greatly in demand the offenses were not all on the 
side of the servant.*® 

It is easy to see that slavery was on the way, but the displace- 
ment of servitude by slavery was also to involve the displacement 
of white labor by Negro labor on the plantations. 


VI. From White Servitude to Negro Slavery 


In the narrative of Master John Rolfe we are told that “about 
the last of August [1619] came in a Dutch man of Warre that sold 
us twenty negars.” °° In this sentence Rolfe noted the entrance 
into Virginia of anew group different in skin color, language, and 
religion. The members of this group did not voluntarily break the 
home ties of Africa and set out for a land of opportunity in 
America. Neither were they motivated by the land hunger which 
induced many a white servant to bind himself voluntarily to 
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several years of hard labor. They were transported against their 
will. In America all Englishmen might hope to become “gentle- 
men” because all might hope with good chance of success to 
possess land, and in England the possession of land had carried 
that coveted status. But Negroes were not motivated by this 
particular tradition and purpose. They therefore were placed at 
a competitive disadvantage with white servants who shared in 
the European tradition of their masters. 

Perhaps because John Rolfe used the word sold in his journal, 
and because Negro slaves later were sold, it has been assumed 
that complete slavery was introduced into Virginia in 1619. To 
be sure, white servants who waited until they had reached Vir- 
ginia to find their masters frequently were sold to the planters 
by ship captains, but it was their time only which was sold, not 
their persons, in order to meet the cost of passage. Hence, as 
Russell says, “an inference that these twenty negroes were slaves, 
drawn from the fact that they were sold to the colony or to the 
planters would not be justified.” 4° Mr. J. C. Ballagh in his A 
History of Slavery in Virginia was the first to call attention to 
the fact that Negroes were not originally introduced into the 
colony as slaves. His investigations seem to have established the 
proposition that “servitude. . . was the historic base upon which 
slavery, by the extension and addition of incidents, was con- 
structed.” 4! 

In 1619 there was little in the mores of the English settlers in 
Virginia to countenance actual slavery. These Englishmen had 
had very little previous contact with Negroes and they had no 
traditional prejudice against them. The Negro was not a white 
man, and this difference must have been immediately felt, but 
there was no crystallized objection to him on the score of race. 
Antipathies based upon olfactory and hygienic objections, and 
prejudices based upon the fact that the black people were hea- 
then, seem to have existed, but Negroes seem not to have been 
marked off as a distinct racial group. Indeed, between them and 
the white servants laboring at the same tasks on the plantations 
there existed for a while a spirit of camaraderie. Many masters 
held both the Negro and the white servant in equal contempt.*? 

In answer to the question which naturally would arise as to the 
status of the twenty Negroes before they were “sold” to the 
colony and to the planters, Ballagh says: 
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As the captives, not of warfare, but of piracy, they were under the 
protection of international law in maintaining their original status, and 
had they been citizens of a powerful civilized community they might 
have received it. They were, no doubt, slaves or captives of the Spanish, 
but no rights of ownership, even if just, could pass to the nation by 
whom they were made a prize of piracy. The masters of the Dutch and 
English privateers, therefore, had no rights of ownership which they 
could legally exercise or transfer over the negroes imported until rights 
were recognized by the law of England or of the Bermudas and Vir- 
ginia. Until this recognition came, the negroes were persons of undeter- 
mined status to whom the privileges of the common law were not 
specifically extended.*4* 


Negroes introduced into Virginia in 1619 and many years there- 
after seem to have taken their places in the colony as indentured 
servants with all the rights and liberties of indentured servants. 
A census taken in 1624-25 enumerated twenty-three Negroes all 
listed as “servants.” 44 Two Negroes, Anthony Johnson and Mary, 
his wife, both probably members of the original party of twenty, 
had not only served out their terms of servitude and become free, 
but a land patent of 1651 shows Johnson to have been the owner 
of 250 acres of land assigned to him in fee simple. In 1651 Richard 
Johnson came in either as a free Negro or as a servant. Only three 
years later he was given 100 acres of land for importing two other 
persons.*° 

Hence it appears that Negroes in early Virginia had taken their 
places as servants along with white servants, and upon comple- 
tion of their terms of service they received the freedom dues to 
which servants were entitled. They themselves became land- 
holders and masters of servants. It is even possible that for a time 
they held white servants, since a measure subsequently enacted 
forbade the holding of Christian, i.e., white, servants by Negro 
masters. In at least one instance white servants on a plantation 
worked under the direction of a Negro overseer.*® 

But Negro servants could not escape the operation of forces 
which, as we have seen, were forcing indentured servants gener- 
ally into positions of more complete subordination. Not only did 
Negro servants not escape them, but because of the special 
disabilities under which they labored they were more easily victi- 
mized than were the white servants. In 1640 three servants of 
Hugh Gwyn, a white planter, two of them white and the third 
a Negro, ran away from the plantation of their master. Ap- 
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prehended and brought back for trial, each received a flogging 
by order of the court. In addition, the two white servants were 
given an extra year of servitude, but “the third, being a negro 

. . Shall serve his said master or his assigns for the term of his 
natural life.” 4” “Being a negro” was beginning to have its effect. 

It is interesting to note, however, that Negro as well as white 
masters took advantage of Negro servants. Of course, there were 
only a few Negroes who were masters of servants, but these few 
responded to the situation very much as did the white masters. 
One especially interesting illustration of this is the case of An- 
thony Johnson, to whom reference already has been made. John- 
son was the defendant in a suit brought against him by another 
Negro, John Casor, for his freedom. From the court records of 
Northampton County, Russell presents the following facts re- 
garding the case: 


According to the records made of the case, John Casor set up the 
claim in 1653 “Yt hee came unto Virginia for seaven or eight years of 
Indenture, yt hee had demanded his freedom of Anth. Johnson his 
Mayster; & further sd yt hee had kept him his serv[an]t seaven years 
longer than hee should or ought.” Casor appealed to Captain Samuel 
Goldsmith to see that he was accorded his rights. Goldsmith demanded 
of Johnson the servant negro’s indenture, and was told by Johnson that 
the latter had never seen any indenture, and “yt hee had ye Negro for 
his life.” Casor stood firmly by his assertion that when he came in he 
had an indenture, and Messrs. Robert and George Parker confirmed 
his declaration, saying that “they knewe that ye sd Negro had an Inden- 
ture in one Mr. [Sandys] hand, on ye other side of ye Baye &.. . . if 
the sd Anth. Johnson did not let ye negro go free the said negro Jno. 
Casor would recover most of his Cows from him ye sd Johnson” in 
compensation for service rendered which was not due. Whereupon 
Anthony Johnson “was in a great feare” and his “‘sonne in Law, his wife, 
& his own two sonnes persuaded the old negro Anth. Johnson to let the 
sd. Jno. Casor free.” 

The case would be interesting enough and very instructive if it had 
ended here, but the sequel is more interesting still. Upon more mature 
deliberation Anthony Johnson determined to made complaint in court 
“against Mr. Robert Parker that hee detayneth one Jno. Casor a negro 
the plaintiffs Serv[an]t under pretense yt the sd Jno. Casor is a free- 
man.” His complaint was received, and the court “seriously considering 
& weighing ye premises,” rendered the following verdict, than which 
there are none stranger on record: “The court . . . doe fynd that ye 
sd Mr. Robert Parker most unrightly keepeth ye sd Negro John Casor 
from his r[igh]t Mayster Anthony Johnson & . . . Be it therefore ye 
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Judgment of ye court & ordered that ye sd Jno. Casor negro shall 
forthwith return into ye service of his sd Mayster Anthony Johnson and 
that the sd Mr. Robert Parker make payment of all charges in the suite 
and execution.” 48 


A Negro master is successful in his suit against a white master 
and wins the right to hold his Negro servant for life! “Thus was 
rendered,” Charles Johnson comments on this case, “in strange 
and fateful irony, the first legal decision involving the right to 
the perpetual services of a Negro. The decision was obviously not 
made on racial grounds, as the chance position and relationship 
of the litigants in the suit well establishes.” 49 

For about fifteen years before the passage of the first acts of 
the Virginia slave code, Negro servants were being recorded as 
servants for life. Such servants “are call’d Slaves,” said Beverly, 
“in respect of the time of their Servitude, because it is for 
Life.” °° They were servants against whom the usual punish- 
ments by addition of time could not hold. Slavery was therefore 
fast becoming established in custom, and it was only a question 
of time before it would receive the sanction of law. 

In the decade 1660-70 various statutes were enacted affording 
this sanction and effecting the legal transition from servitude to 
slavery. In 1661 an act to punish “English running away with 
negroes” who were “incapable of making satisfaction by addition 
of time” was passed. Servitude for life, however, was not yet 
actual slavery, but with it came a problem, the practical solution 
of which was the final step in the transition to that condition. This 
was the problem of the status of the offspring of servants who 
were “incapable of making satisfaction by addition of time” be- 
cause they were servants for life. “It was evident,” says Ballagh, 
“that parents under an obligation of life service could make no 
valid provision for the support of their offspring, and that a just 
title to the service of the child might rest on the master’s mainte- 
nance.’ >! 

Where both parents were servants for life the question of the 
disposition of the legitimate offspring was no very great problem 
since there was no difficulty in defining the status of the offspring. 
But illegitimacy and miscegenation had complicated the matter 
enough to require the formal establishment of some “principle 
of heredity.” Illegitimacy without miscegenation was difficult 
enough since the instability and change of frontier life made the 
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determination of parenthood on the male side more uncertain 
than is the case in stable communities. Notwithstanding the rule 
of English common law that the child should follow the condition 
of the father the opposite principle that the condition of the 
mother determined the status of the offspring was adopted in 
Virginia and in all the other colonies except Maryland. This was 
in keeping with the idea prevailing at the time and expressed 
in the saying that “Motherhood is a matter of fact, but fatherhood 
is a matter of opinion.” 

Miscegenation complicated the matter further by raising the 
question of the definition of a Negro. Where both parents were 
known to be Negroes there was no doubt as to the classification 
of the offspring. But there were serious doubts as to the position 
of mixed-bloods, and many, if not most, of the illegitimate chil- 
dren of female Negro servants for life were mulattoes. Peter 
Fontaine may have exaggerated when he said that the country 
swarmed with mulatto bastards, but undoubtedly there were 
many.°? 

The problem of interracial sexual contacts and illegitimacy was 
one of the most stubborn to confront the colony. Although the 
white planter class was not free from such contacts, the greatest 
amount of irregularity in the first century of settlement seems 
to have developed between white and Negro servants. These 
probably began shortly after the introduction of the first Negroes, 
for in 1630 the court entered an order of punishment for the 
offense. From this time on the assembly, the courts, and the 
church wrestled with the problem without success. It was one 
of a series of legislative acts dealing with the problem which 
became the means of finally and legally establishing complete 
slavery in Virginia. The act of 1662 reads as follows: “Whereas 
some doubts have arisen whether children got by any English- 
man upon a negro woman should be slave or free, be it therefore 
enacted and declared by this present grand assembly, that all 
children borne in this country shall be held bond or free only 
according to the condition of the mother.” *? 

The “principle of heredity” laid down in this act “was wholly 
foreign at that time to the condition of servitude, and broadly 
differentiated it from the system which resulted.” °* The term 
slave was used without definition of any kind, for the act was not 
intended to create a race of slaves but to settle a question which 
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had arisen in the operation of a custom and to prevent sexual 
irregularities and race mixture. “Notwithstanding its effect it is 
clear that the purpose of the act of 1662 was primarily puni- 
tory.” °° Hereditary slavery grew directly out of the problem of 
the mulatto. 

Negro slavery was thus a response to a situation whereby the 
planter got laborers to cultivate his tobacco and the Negro got 
someone who was responsible for his sustenance as a minimum 
consideration. It was the sort of labor desirable for tobacco-grow- 
ing under frontier conditions. It involved certain relative advan- 
tages over white servitude since the tasks to which the Negro was 
put involved mainly routine manual labor and little use of ma- 
chinery, tools, and techniques outside the culture of natives of 
Africa.°® Negro slavery assured the planter a more or less long- 
time and stable supply of labor. 

In addition to dependability it was necessary, also, that labor 
for the production of agricultural staples on the Southern frontier 
be movable. In the absence of cheap fertilizers, planters found 
it necessary after a few years of cultivation of particular tracts 
of land to move to virgin fertile soil. This is one reason why 
primogeniture and entail failed to secure a foothold in the trans- 
mission of landed estates through inheritance. The incidents 
through which indentured servitude and slavery developed were 
those which had survival value for a type of controlled labor 
highly mobile in character. American slavery reproduced, or 
tended to reproduce, the personal rights and obligations of Euro- 
pean feudalism and serfdom but with the laborer’s right to a 
secure place on the land left out. It was the personal and legal 
attachment to a master, wherever he might go, rather than to 
a lord as landlord, that characterized American slavery.*” 

Behind all these formal and legal facts in the development of 
American slavery were others of a more intangible sort. These 
were the facts of human nature, the sort of facts which, once 
grasped, makes any historical situation intelligible because it can 
then be measured against contemporary experiences and obser- 
vations. The economic and legal systems in which men live are 
of great consequence to their actions, but these systems do not 
determine human relations entirely. The same human nature is 
present in any and every social system, and occasionally through 
the pages of history one gets a glimpse of it as something that 


The Natural History of Agricultural Labor in the South 239 


illuminates and makes intelligible a situation whether one ap- 
proves of that situation or not. 

On the side of human nature the relations which took shape 
under the influence of daily contact and which eventuated in 
slavery, grew out of a community of interest in the production 
of a crop on an isolated plantation, and it would be difficult to 
exaggerate the extent of this isolation. In the wilderness of the 
forested Southern frontier master and man were subject to the 
law announced by Candide at the close of his unfortunate wan- 
derings—they had to cultivate a garden together. Men of very 
different race and culture were associated together to make a 
living in accordance with the purposes of the planter and with 
the means at hand. Men who have to act together in any sort of 
capacity and for whatever purpose come to know what to expect 
of each other, and it would have been very strange indeed if 
between master and man a considerable degree of mutual confi- 
dence had not been established. Under the circumstances the 
relationship between them became, in all probability, a very 
comfortable one for both. It was something like a family relation; 
the master felt more secure and had a sense of added dignity and 
power because he had the permanent support and assistance of 
his man, particularly in trying times. In early Virginia the idea 
of a slave was, as we have seen, that of a servant for life, and 
slavery was, for the most part, a domestic relationship. It is neces- 
sary here to return to the subject of indentured servitude in 
order to see how the forces of human nature operated to effect 
the transition to slavery. 

The servant, male or female, white or Negro, was usually a 
familyless individual living in close relation to the family of the 
master.°® It is a natural thing for a familyless man and especially 
a familyless woman to attach himself or herself to a family to 
which they render service and from the members of which they 
receive support and affection.°? Where the planter, his sons, and 
his servants worked together in the fields there could evolve very 
naturally a relationship which, when taken advantage of, might 
easily be made permanent. 

The servant was an adult when he came to Virginia and began 
to serve out an indenture for perhaps five years or more. Five 
years of servitude in the isolation of the rural plantation would 
naturally build up habits of work and dependence and attitudes 
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of subordination which would be well established when the day 
of freedom came. If for some delinquency the period of service 
is extended for perhaps five years longer, he would find it even 
more difficult suddenly to terminate old associations and go out 
on his own. Perhaps he is no longer a young man when his term 
of service is over, and advancing years have rendered him even 
more dependent upon the master and his family. It is easy to see 
why many such servants would rather remain and continue to 
perform accustomed work for an accustomed master than to go 
elsewhere. 

The relationships of indentured servitude must undoubtedly 
have lent themselves to the building up of a state of moral insol- 
vency among servants, a state of mind which would involve a 
tendency toward a dependence upon the master for protection 
and maintenance with a consequent surrender of responsibility 
for themselves. This human attitude is easily understood. Per- 
haps such an attitude induces many men to go into the army 
where one is assured of food, shelter, and clothing, and where 
someone else does the worrying. It is not unlike the religious 
attitude of surrender. In such circumstances what is demanded 
of the servant, the soldier, and the faithful is not merely service 
but loyalty.®° 

Thus the master and servant relationship, embedded as it was 
in attitude and custom, and reinforced by the economic demand 
for labor, tended to lengthen itself into additional years without 
necessarily calling in the power of the law to achieve that end. 
In the case of Negro servants, and especially Negro female serv- 
ants, where it might be expected that social dependence would 
be stronger, the lengthening of the relationship into slavery fol- 
lowed without difficulty. Such relationships made possible new 
plantation settlements on the frontier in a manner analogous to 
that of any pioneer family settling in the forest, making a clear- 
ing, and planting a crop. The forest might seem to invite escape, 
but few think of escaping, for few brood over their fate and the 
fact of bondage is not ordinarily reflected upon.®! 

Slavery and the forms of discipline that went with it thus grew 
up in Virginia as a set of customary relations to meet the needs 
and exigencies of an agricultural situation of a certain kind. But 
it grew up, as we have seen, within the traditional and legal 
system of contract labor as it was known in England at the time. 
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Apprenticeship and indentured servitude were legally sanc- 
tioned and enforced means of regulating labor. Two incidents of 
indentured servitude, corporal punishment and addition to the 
time of service, proved to be highly important in the evolution 
of slavery as a domestic relation. Still another incident in the legal 
evolution of indentured servitude which was transmitted to slav- 
ery and which promoted an opposite and harsher set of relations 
was that of the alienation of the servant or slave by sale or will. 

One of the earliest legal questions in connection with inden- 
tured servitude to arise in Virginia concerned the right of the 
master to assign his servant’s contract. The courts recognized this 
right whether the servant gave his consent or not.®? The result 
was more and more a disposition in the law to regard the servant 
and the slave as chattel property. 

The problem which this presents in understanding the history 
of American slavery is the fundamental and ancient one of social 
form and social content, the problem of determining just how 
the formal and legal and conventional develop out of the simply 
natural. In the transmission of a habit or custom from one people 
to another, or from one generation to another, some of the mean- 
ing falls out and the practice inevitably undergoes some change. 
Under certain conditions of change, form and content tend to 
fall apart. Now with respect to slavery as it developed in Virginia, 
the individual who bought, inherited, or hired the slave as prop- 
erty would, of course, rarely maintain the original content of 
personal and shared experiences in which the slavery was em- 
bedded. On the plantations slavery develped as a domestic rela- 
tion, but in the slave trade it tended to become an abstraction 
divested of all its human association, restraints, and inhibitions. 
In this latter form it was recognized in the law and maintained 
by public authority. Hence in the slave trade the most ruthless 
aspects of the system came to the fore, where, indeed, “ruthless- 
ness was the law.” Even the intimate relations of the slave family 
could not withstand the separating effects of the slave trade.®* 

Upon this legal foundation for slavery the planter gained 
greater control over his labor by investing a part of his capital 
in its ownership. The status of planter was never defined with 
any exactness before the Civil War, but a planter was generally 
understood to mean one who owned slaves and employed them 
in farming operations. The man who had the capital to invest in 
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labor and who thus kept that labor in his own hands and out of 
the hands of others and at the same time prevented it from 
following its own interests, was able to rise above his fellows. 
With property in slaves explicitly recognized by the law, slavery 
became more completely a capitalistic and industrial system and 
in this form was carried by the westward march of cotton cultiva- 
tion into the Southwest. The slave trade, foreign and domestic, 
helped distribute labor where it was needed over the whole 
Southern region. 

But with settlement, the planter and his slaves began again to 
develop a sense of community. Settlement set in operation the 
forces of communication and assimilation which partly restored 
to slavery as it actually existed on the scattered plantations of the 
South something of its original patriarchal and domestic charac- 
ter, a character much less harsh than a study of the laws of the 
slave states would lead one to believe.® 


VII. From Slavery to Share-Tenancy 


The impersonalization of slavery incident to the slave trade 
and other economic changes that took place in the South prior 
to the Civil War was “entirely analogous” to changes that took 
place in employer-employee relations in the industrial system of 
the North during the same period. Channing has called attention 
to the fact that the conflict which led to the Civil War and Eman- 
cipation was part of a general American labor movement react- 
ing against impersonalization.® 

The Civil War did not, contrary to an opinion often encoun- 
tered outside the South, destroy the plantation system, but it did 
profoundly alter the legal status of one of its elements, labor. 
Share-tenancy proved to be one consequence of this alteration. 

With respect to another element in the plantation system, 
land, the Civil War and Emancipation stopped short of any revo- 
lutionary change. Important changes took place within the legal 
system of landownership, but no important changes took place 
in the system itself. Legal slavery was abolished, but the large 
landed estate, the physical basis of controlled labor, remained—a 
fact which alone necessarily insured a high degree of continuity 
with the past.®* A confiscation act passed by Congress in 1862, a 
militant agitation in Congress by Sumner and Stevens later, a 
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strong demand for land among the freedmen and a general ex- 
pectation that lands would be given them were threats which, 
fortunately for the planters, passed away without practical effect. 
Only in the coastal regions of South Carolina and Georgia were 
Negroes able to a slight extent to hold on to lands occupied 
during the Civil War. 

Nevertheless, although the plantation as an institution re- 
mained intact, the post-bellum period witnessed the rise of anew 
planter class. Many ante-bellum period planters who tried to 
carry on with “free niggers” in the post-war period failed in 
business and were forced to sell their properties. To some extent 
a small farmer group, composed of both whites and Negroes, 
acquired the subdivided lands of some of the old estates by pur- 
chase, but more often, perhaps, they were sold as units and ac- 
quired by such classes of men as doctors, lawyers, and especially 
rising merchants. Men from these classes also acquired small 
farms and consolidated them into plantation estates. By 1880 a 
new planter class was fast taking the place, so far as that was 
possible, of the older plantation gentry and their sons. 

More than we perhaps realize, the Civil War and Reconstruc- 
tion had the effect of restoring frontier conditions in the South. 
The region had undergone a severe jolt in social and economic 
relations. Society had loosened up, and the barriers that had 
existed to prevent the free movement between the classes were 
at least lowered. Once again on this frontier appeared the push- 
ing and aggressive individual scheming to acquire land and more 
land and to gain some sort of a control over other men. He was 
restricted in his operations by the laws enacted to secure the 
freedom of the former slaves, but he discovered means of circum- 
venting these laws and even of transforming them into oppor- 
tunities for himself. Many plantation owners of today can trace 
the origin of their position to the period of change, of failure, and 
of opportunity after the Civil War. 

After the war the role of the planter as master underwent 
considerable reduction, but his role as landlord became a much 
more important one. Planter and laborer in the course of time 
assumed new relationships to each other based upon the relations 
of each to the land. Land began to enter into social relationships 
and social organization in a new and different manner. In South- 
ern rural society the land came to be a mass of holdings and 
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tenures of one kind or another that spread like a net over almost 
all property and held almost every individual in its meshes. A 
society came into existence which not merely rested upon the 
land and used the land but whose ways of life were part of the 
land. Furthermore, the system of land tenure came to be bound 
up with rank and status and with the exercise of political au- 
thority to an extent that was not true before. Land entered into 
and became a part of the concrete content of expectations and 
obligations, rights and duties, in the relations between plant- 
ers and laborers. In short, land began to function in new and 
different ways in the determination of Southern social organi- 
zation. 

A farm tenant is one who lives on and cultivates the land of 
another. In the South tenants ordinarily are divided into three 
main classes: renters, or those who rent the land for a fixed 
amount; share-tenants, or those who have some capital of their 
own and who divide with the landlord the cash crops they raise 
in some agreed-upon ratio; and share-croppers, or those who 
furnish nothing but their labor and who divide with the landlord 
the cash crops they raise in such a ratio that they receive a 
smaller portion than share-tenants. 

The first class of tenants, the renters, are not properly to be 
regarded as members of the plantation since they are not subject 
to the supervision of a planter. The outstanding characteristic 
which distinguishes share-tenancy and share-cropping from ordi- 
nary tenant farming in the rest of the United States is the fact 
that such tenants are subject to the supervision of the landlord. 
The actual degree of supervision exercised may vary from cases 
where it is so complete that the planter dictates almost every 
detail to other cases where tenants are largely left to their own 
devices. However, in the latter cases the planter’s potential 
power may at almost any time go into action. 

In actual practice the planter deals with his share-tenants 
about as he does with his share-croppers; he is likely to make little 
or no distinction between them in the practical affairs of operat- 
ing a plantation. The courts, however, tend to follow the opinion 
of the Supreme Court of the State of Georgia, delivered in 1872, 
in distinguishing the cropper as one receiving a contingent wage 
in the form of a share of the crop from the share-tenant who is 
a small capitalist paying rent.®’ In many respects croppers do not 
differ from hired farm laborers and are not tenants at all, but 
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since they occupy definitely defined tracts of land under an 
agreement with the planter like tenants proper they should be 
considered as part of the system of tenancy.®® 

Measured in terms of the number of tenants, the system which 
replaced slavery after the war has since grown rapidly in extent 
and in importance. In 1880, when census data on the subject first 
became available, 36.2 per cent of the farms of the South were 
operated by tenants. By 1920 the percentage had mounted to 
49.6, and in 1930 it was 55.5.°° In some sections of the South, 
particularly in the Cotton Belt, the percentage of tenant- 
operated farms reached over 75. Over a third of all tenants are 
croppers, and over a half of all Negro tenants are in this lowest 
category.”° 

Especially significant in Southern farm tenancy are the figures 
on the racial distribution of tenants as given in the 1930 census 
report. In the thirteen Southern States the total number of white 
croppers amounted to 380,356. The number of Negro croppers 
was slightly larger, 392,217. On the other hand, the white share- 
tenants proper in the same year numbered 684,228 against the 
much smaller figure of 303,888 for Negro share-tenants. Dr. Rup- 
ert Vance estimated that the total number of individuals in these 
tenant families of both classes are approximately five and a half 
million whites and slightly over three million Negroes. Between 
1920 and 1930 white tenants increased by about 200,000 families 
while Negro tenants decreased by about 2,000 families.” It is 
evident from these facts that the problem of share-tenancy in the 
South is not one concerning the Negro only. It is even more 
important as a problem of native white families. 

In the census and in statistical tables, facts pertaining to the 
Negro and to the white populations of the South are set off from 
each other in sharply separate columns. On the map, however, 
the dividing line, if it exists, is not nearly so hard and fast. Al- 
though there are black belts and white belts, although some areas 
are almost entirely white and others almost entirely black, over 
most of the rural South whites and Negroes live together on the 
land as neighbors. Farms owned or operated by whites lie along- 
side farms owned or operated by Negroes. 

The plantation system is responsible for the fundamental fact 
that whites and blacks are highly intermixed over the country- 
side. The post-bellum plantation has grouped white and black 
tenants together in one geographic, economic, and political unit. 
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On the plantation white and Negro tenants recognize the au- 
thority of the same landlord and planter, frequently engage in 
joint tasks, and meet each other on Saturday afternoons at the 
commissary to get the next week’s rations. Houses occupied one 
year by Negro tenants may be occupied the next by white ten- 
ants. Within the society of the same plantation members of the 
two races are thus in constant and continuous interaction, co- 
operation, competition, and conflict. The plantation has become 
a group of farms. 

The interracial character of the present agricultural labor 
population of the South suggests that the succession of stages 
which led up to the plantation as a Negro labor institution before 
the Civil War has been reversed in the post-war period. The 
Southern plantation began in Virginia, as we have seen, with 
white labor.72 Then came a transition period when white and 
Negro servants worked side by side for the same planter and 
master. The classic stage was the period when its laborers were 
almost entirely of the Negro race. This stage, which lasted for a 
hundred and fifty years, was the golden age of the Southern 
plantation, about which centers a large literature of reminis- 
cence and romance. As plantation labor became predominantly 
Negro, there was a corresponding segregation of poor whites in 
the more inaccessible and less fertile parts of the South. After the 
Civil War they began returning to the plantations in large num- 
bers as tenant farmers. So far as the racial composition of labor 
is concerned the presence on the plantations of whites as com- 
mon laborers marks a return to an earlier stage, but the process 
of change is in the opposite direction. 

The two races have come together again on the plantation 
through the mechanism of the system of share-tenancy. The his- 
torical origins of this system in the South are not well understood. 
One account supports the popular assumption that the system 
originated in the Reconstruction period when much trial and 
error experimentation demonstrated the practical advantages of 
a contingent wage plan over other forms of remuneration and 
control. Developed in connection with the problem of dealing 
with Negro labor just recently emancipated from slavery, share- 
tenancy later was extended to include poor white labor. From 
the point of view of this account Monroe Work writes: “Until 
recently, the problem of tenancy in the South was generally 
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thought of in terms of the Negro. The fact was ignored that a 
system of tenancy based upon share-cropping and devised for 
Negroes had been extended to include white tenants.’’ Hence, 
according to Work, “the legal attitudes toward tenancy are on 
the basis of race.” 73 

Marjorie Mendenhall, on the other hand, finds inadequate the 
theory that share-tenancy grew out of the freeing of the slaves.”4 
Using the process of agricultural decline in South Carolina after 
the eighteen-twenties to illustrate the general pattern that gave 
rise to tenancy in the South, Mendenhall finds that tenancy of 
a share-cropping type had appeared among white people long 
before the Civil War and that it was a result of an extractive, 
exploitative type of agriculture. It appeared first in regions other 
than those of the great plantations and followed “in the wake of 
soil erosion and exhaustion and the emigration of a large portion 
of the population.” In a period of falling prices these changes 
greatly intensified the competitive situation. Some men of good 
hard sense adopted progressive farming measures and profited 
accordingly. They became great planters.7> Outside the areas 
where their plantations dominated, however—“in the areas of 
less advanced planting and of subsistence farming”—planters 
and farmers in large numbers were reduced to lower social lev- 
els. In these areas, also, at least two decades before the Civil War, 
the white squatter and the white tenant appeared. The squatter 
and the tenant inhabited the interstitial areas between the plan- 
tations or the poorer land on the fringes of the plantations. In 
a situation where status for white men depended upon some 
degree of landownership they were landless. But in the social 
scale tenants were regarded as a grade above squatters who, 
according to Mendenhall, were the “poor whites” proper, that 
is, whites “who lived to a large extent by hunting and fishing and 
who were hardly a part of the agricultural population.” 

According to this account, therefore, share-tenancy in the 
South had an origin even more ignoble and degraded than most 
of us had supposed. It did not originate in an upward change of 
status for Negroes after the war; it originated in a downward 
change of status for whites long before the war. Not only was it 
bad enough in itself, but at the time of its development it was 
symptomatic of an ineffective and decadent system of agriculture 
and of society. And it was a system which spread rapidly through- 
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out the South when the sanction of law was withdrawn from 
slavery. 

It follows from Mendenhall’s account of the historical origin 
of share-tenancy that her conclusion as to the nature of its spread 
after the Civil War would be just the reverse of Work’s conclu- 
sion. It was a system not originally devised for Negroes and later 
extended to include whites but a system originating among 
whites and later extended to include Negroes. 


Given the conditions that came after the Civil War, with Negro labor 
deprived of direction or unreceptive to it, and reduced in efficiency by 
something like a third, with capital reduced approximately to a tenth 
of its pre-war proportions, with declining cotton prices but an appar- 
ently inexhaustible demand, with a new emigration of planters (this 
time from occupation to occupation), and with an increase in fertilizers 
which shortened the growing season and gave a spurt of productiveness 
to worn-out lands—it was almost inevitable that the tenant system 
should spread among whites and appear among the Negro freedmen 
as well.7® 


Whether Negroes were the original share-tenants or not, the 
process whereby their condition of slavery was transformed into 
that of tenancy of this type is interesting and enlightening. We 
have some knowledge of this process. It began, of course, with 
a habit of mind accustomed to subordination and discipline. Un- 
der the conditions of his slavery, freedom to the slave would be, 
probably, what freedom finally is to everyone, the freedom 
move.’7 From contemporary records it is abundantly clear that 
to wander freely from one plantation to another, and from one 
town and city to another, came to be regarded by the freedman 
as the supreme test of his freedom.7® If he did not invent, he at 
least popularized the excursion.’° 

One effect of freedom on the relations between whites and 
Negroes is well stated by Park: 


When the Negro moved off the plantation upon which he was reared 
he severed the personal relations which bound him to his master’s 
people. It was just at this point that the two races began to lose touch 
with each other. From this time on the relations of the black man and 
the white, which in slavery had been direct and personal, became every 
year, as the old associations were broken, more and more indirect and 
secondary. There lingers still the disposition on the part of the white 
man to treat every Negro familiarly, and the disposition on the part of 
every Negro to treat every white man respectfully. But these are habits 
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which are gradually disappearing. The breaking down of the instincts 
and habits of servitude, and the acquisition, by the masses of the Negro 
people, of the instincts and habits of freedom have proceeded slowly 
but steadily.°° 


The share-tenant, Negro or white, even today is accustomed 
to move frequently from one plantation to another. In fact, the 
high annual turnover in the plantation’s labor force is one of the 
most characteristic features of tenancy in the South.*! It probably 
is very near the truth to say that this characteristic of Southern 
share-tenancy is in part, at least, a survival of a conception of 
freedom as liberty to move. The act of moving from one planta- 
tion to another may be and frequently is for the tenant who has 
some real or fancied grievance against the owner of the planta- 
tion a way of registering his protest. Common in the idiom of the 
plantation South are such phrases as “hit the big road,” “hit the 
grit,” “light a shuck,” or more briefly, “light out.” Many are the 
versions of the story of the tenant whose possessions were so few 
that he had only to “call the dog, spit in the fire, and git” in order 
to join the tragic game of “fruit basket turn over” played by 
thousands in late December and early January of every year. 

There seems to be a general conviction among planters in the 
South that migratory tendencies characterize Negroes more than 
whites. About forty years ago Alfred H. Stone, a Mississippi 
planter, undertook an “experiment” on his plantation which had 
for its purpose the creation of a stable Negro peasantry. It was 
not a philanthropic experiment but one intended to secure for 
the plantation a lower labor turnover by offering a selected num- 
ber of families especially favorable terms. “The problem before 
us,” said Stone, “was to place in the hands of these people the 
means of acquiring something for themselves, and then, in every 
instance of deficient individual initiative, by proper supervision 
make them acquire it.” *? Through five years of effort to make 
the tenants reach a condition approaching independence “these 
families in turn demonstrated the fact of their independence by 
severing relations with us almost as promptly as we put them on 
their feet.” ®° 

Stone probably expresses the attitude of most planters when 
he confessed his inability to understand why a tenant, especially 
a Negro tenant, will move when he is prospering and remain 
when he is not. Most of us are disposed to regard as innate that 
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which actually is acquired culturally and to suppose that those 
whose behavior differs from our own must have some sort of an 
instinct we do not have. Thus Stone concludes that Negroes “are 
a restless people. . . . They have been wanderers since emanci- 
pation gave free play to native instinct.” §4 However, similar 
behavior on the part of white tenants, and other evidence, make 
it far more plausible to assume that frequent movement is part 
of the culture pattern of share-tenancy, that it is in the folkways, 
and that for Negroes at least it is part of the tradition of freedom. 

Another direct effect of Emancipation was the moving away 
from the individual to the family as the labor unit. The rise of 
the family as the labor unit within the structure of the plantation 
involved a fundamental reorganization of the institution. 

The Negro family has never been a very strong social group, 
particularly before the Civil War.8> Severed from the African 
family system to be reformed under the difficult conditions of 
slavery and the slave trade in America, the family group was 
usually a very loose organization of mother, father, and children. 
The father was no more the breadwinner than the mother, and 
neither could be forced to assume any more responsibility for the 
children than the planter who owned all of them.®® 

Although the slave family was not a very strong institution, the 
production of children was a highly important matter. The delib- 
erate breeding of slaves has often been charged, but whether this 
was true or not, it is certain that when the foreign slave trade 
was closed there was a great increase in the demand for “home- 
grown” slave labor. From the standpoint of the planter, the sec- 
ond generation presented a special problem of control, and we 
have seen how very important were the children of laborers, 
especially children of mixed blood, in the evolution of slavery in 
Virginia. Slavery defined in advance the status of the offspring 
of laborers and put them directly under the control of the planter 
along with their parents. 

It has always been the disposition of the Southern planter to 
treat all dependents, regardless of age, as children and to do 
certain things for them that they might just as well do for them- 
selves under the assumption that they are more or less incapable 
of managing themselves. This is the attitude of paternalism. 
Especially was the slave doomed to a sort of perpetual childhood, 
a fact which was as true of slave parents as it was of their off- 
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spring. The slave parents were the tamed and domesticated 
members of the plantation. The rearing of slave children was not 
so much a matter of incorporating them into a family life with 
their parents as it was a matter of disciplining them for a life as 
working members of the plantation itself.°7 

Now if freedom meant freedom to move, it also meant liberty 
for the freedman to pattern his behavior, as far as circumstances 
would permit, upon the model of those whose behavior he had 
always regarded as most free, i.e., members of the planter class. 
To be free was to acquire the dignity and to imitate the conduct, 
so far as he could, of his former master. His master, if typical, had 
been the head of a family, and his wife did not labor in the fields. 
Evidence shows that the significance of this fact was not lost upon 
the freedman. For a while after Emancipation contemporary 
accounts record the scarcity of Negro domestic help and the 
unwillingness of Negro women to work in the kitchens and fields 
of their former masters. Although this standard of family life 
could not long be maintained, since economic pressure soon 
forced their return to work, the Negro family did move to a 
somewhat higher plane of integration and solidarity. 

In this connection let us look at certain changes that took place 
on the plantation of David C. Barrow, a Middle Georgia planter. 
They were typical of changes that were taking place on planta- 
tions all over the South except, perhaps, in the cane sugar-grow- 
ing areas. Barrow operated his plantation before, during, and 
after the Civil War. In an article published in 1881 his son pre- 
sented two maps of the plantation, one for 1860, just before the 
Civil War, and the second for 1881, about fifteen years after the 
close of the war.*®® In 1860 the slaves lived behind the Big House 
in the quarters.*® By 1881 they had scattered in family groups 
over the plantation. Each family group under the supervision of 
the planter cultivated a definite tract of land. In the South gener- 
ally the decentralization of the plantation, that is, the breakup 
of the quarters and the appearance of solitary cabins, was noticed 
by travelers as early as 1870.9° (See accompanying maps.) 

In his article Barrow described the process whereby the 
change took place on his father’s plantation. It was a gradual one, 
he said, beginning with the division of the labor force into two 
squads, each under the control of a foreman. This plan differed 
from the labor-gang principle employed during slavery only in 
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the fact that a spirit of rivalry between the two squads was en- 
couraged, and there was no overseer. For several years this pro- 
duced good results until even the liberal control of the foreman 
grew irksome. Each man wanted to be his own “boss” and to 
farm for himself. As a result, the squads were divided into still 
smaller squads, each working for a part of the crop. But this way 
was not satisfactory either to the planter or to the laborers, and 
so the final step of dividing up the plantation into tracts—one for 
each family—was taken. 


The first trouble in the way of dividing up the plantation into farms 
was to provide the new-made tenants with mules. Up to this time their 
contracts had been such that they plowed with mules belonging to Mr. 
Barrow, and very few had bought mules of their own. This trouble was 
met by selling them mules on credit, and though the experiment looked 
risky at the time, the mules were paid for in almost every case. After 
this, the location of the houses caused considerable inconvenience, and 
so it was determined to scatter them. When the hands all worked 
together, it was desirable to have all of the houses in some central 
location, but after the division into farms, some of them had to walk 
more than a mile to reach their work; then, too, they began to “want 
more elbow-room,” and so, one by one, they moved their houses on to 
their farms.°! 


The rural Negro family had become a tenant family. If the 
Negro tenant farmer was not in the midst of his own acres, he 
was in the midst of something which helped to satisfy his concep- 
tion of what a man’s estate ought to be. He had his family about 
him and he very often had property in a mule. The possession 
of this humble animal meant that the family had begun to ac- 
quire property and with property some greater measure of 
family self-respect and solidarity. In the course of time many 
share-tenants even acquired some equity in the plantation tract 
which they cultivated. When and where this event has hap- 
pened, the Southern plantation has been dissolved into a number 
of independently owned and operated small farms. But this final 
step has thus far been the exception and not the rule except in 
a few localities. 

At any rate, the plantation which the visitor in the South sees 
today, is generally an estate, a group of little farms, cultivated 
on shares. Dilapidated cabins are sprinkled over the estate, one 
to each tract or farm, all seeming to reach toward the Big House 
for protection and yet demanding independence. The austerely 
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dignified but somewhat bowed-down Big House arises out of this 
society of tenant farms and centers it. This general and typical 
spacial pattern of the present-day Southern plantation, a spacial 
pattern quite different from that of slavery, represents at the 
same time the pattern of economic, political, and social relations 
involved in the share-tenant system. 

The change from the individual to the family as the labor unit 
did not eliminate or even, in all probability, reduce woman and 
child labor—Southern tenant families live too close to the margin 
of subsistence for that—but it did shift the nature of the control 
over such labor, especially child labor. Child labor, enforced by 
parents rather than directly by the planter, helps to solve the 
problem of cheap labor supply and control. The unusually large 
amount of rural child labor in the South,°? as compared with 
other sections of the United States, is bound up not only with the 
particular cultivation requirements of such staples as cotton and 
tobacco, but probably even more with the plantation method of 
producing those staples. Rural child labor in the South since the 
Civil War has been essentially a part of the system of share- 
tenancy. It is probable that under share-tenancy there is rela- 
tively more child labor than there was under slavery. 

The understanding of child labor and share-tenancy generally, 
however, requires an understanding of the mechanism of control 
involved in the system. In slavery this mechanism rested, as we 
have seen, upon a personal and domestic relation between mas- 
ter and slave reinforced by legal sanctions which recognized the 
slave as the property of the master. The master had the right of 
corporal punishment, and the state assisted by policing planta- 
tion areas in the planter’s interests. When the legal supports of 
slavery were withdrawn, the feudal and personal working rela- 
tionships for the most part remained. This explains why Booker 
Washington said that the Negro “is more accustomed to work for 
persons than for wages.” °% 

After Emancipation the economy of the situation was such that 
there was land to be tilled but no money, or very little money, 
to pay out in wages to laborers. Compensation for work had to 
be wholly or partly in produce and services. In addition, experi- 
ments with cash wages proved very unsatisfactory, from the 
point of view of the planter, because of the risks involved. Under 
a wage system the freedmen had no stake in the crop, and wages 
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for the work of a few weeks or even days enabled them to live 
for a while without work. It was impossible for the planter to 
operate a plantation on such a basis especially when the season 
for making a crop was a long one and cash returns came in only 
once during the year. Hence it was necessary to employ a system 
in which laborers shared in the risks of the undertaking, which 
would hold them to steady labor, and in which the payment of 
wages in the form of a share of the crop was deferred until the 
crop was marketed or at least harvested. 

Feudal principles of land tenure and individual relations seem 
always to resist the impersonal attitudes involved in a money 
economy. The improvidence of an agricultural working class 
which has never learned the value of money is often the basis 
of various devices, legal and extralegal, to get and hold labor. It 
is no accident that the period following Emancipation witnessed 
the rise of innumerable country stores all over the old plantation 
South °4 and of commissaries on individual plantations. The com- 
missary and the store profited by charging excessive prices and 
usurious rates of interest. It cannot be denied that peonage, or 
forced servitude for debt,°° has often been employed by planters 
as a means of holding tenants on their plantations from year to 
year. But share-tenancy is primarily tenancy for the duration of 
the crop. By postponing full settlement until the crop has been 
marketed or at least gathered, share-tenancy gives the planter 
control over tenants during the year, but a period of release 
comes toward the close of the year when they generally are free 
to renew arrangements with the planter or make other arrange- 
ments with another planter. The high annual turnover of tenants 
on the plantations argues against any very extensive amount of 
peonage in the South. White tenants would not accept peonage 
as easily as Negro tenants, and white tenancy has been increas- 
ing. 

Although peonage has been present in the South since the 
Civil War, it is not now and never has been the primary basis of 
the planter’s authority and control. Many factors operate to lodge 
power over tenants in the hands of the planter, but the essential 
mechanism of control is to be found in his relation to the nutri- 
tion process.°* Food and other supplies are made available to the 
tenant directly or indirectly through the medium of the planter. 
The least important use of the commissary is to get the tenant 
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in debt. Its chief function is to furnish food during the crop 
production period. For this “furnishing,” as the practice is called 
in the South, the planter is paid out of the tenant’s share of the 
crop when it has been harvested and marketed. Thus the planter 
has his hands on the throttle of the food supply, and it is in his 
power to turn it on or off.°7 And he does not hesitate to turn it 
off if in his opinion the tenant or wage-hand is not performing 
work expected of him even if the laborer’s credit has not been 
overreached. This dependence upon the planter for food, al- 
though it has been present in all forms of plantation control 
which the South has known, has moved around to a position of 
central importance in the system of share-tenancy. Here is a 
mechanism of control applicable to white tenants as well as to 
Negro tenants. Slavery involved a principle of control which 
came to be based upon race, a principle which operated to ex- 
clude white labor, but the different principle of control involved 
in share-tenancy has enabled the white man to return to the 
plantation as a common laborer. 

Because the plantation tends to specialize in one or more 
crops, such as cotton and tobacco, the raising of food crops is 
more or less excluded. The members of the plantation are de- 
pendent upon food which has to be imported from the outside. 
Incidentally, this fact operates to the advantage of the planter 
so far as the exercise of control is concerned. Diversification and 
the growing of his own foodstuffs by the tenant might lessen the 
planter’s control over his labor.%® 

In the business of running a plantation the feeding of ten- 
ants and the feeding of livestock may be figured together on the 
same level and on the same terms. Vance quotes the following 
from the report of a plantation manager in the Mississippi Delta 
area: 


All planters within the district are greatly concerned as to how they 
will go through the winter, take care of their livestock and labor, until 
such time as furnishing is started again in February. Every planter that 
we know is very much concerned with feeding his stock and tenants 
at a minimum cost, not only throughout the winter but throughout the 
entire growing period of next year’s crop. We know of one concern who 
has a schedule by which he [sic] believes he can take care of his livestock 
for 15¢ a day and his tenants for $4.50 per month per head. If any 
planter in the Delta is interested in securing this formula, we shall be 
glad to send it to him upon request.°%? 
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Prices charged for commissary food and rates of interest for 
credit may be and usually are extremely high, but even when 
the planter does not profit, he continues directly or indirectly to 
supply food and credit to his tenants. The requirements of ten- 
ants usually are such that he must supply them whether he wants 
to or not. But aside from business motives and aside from the 
economics of the situation, the food-distribution process in plan- 
tation society functions as a means of maintaining an equilibrium 
in the social and moral relationships between the planter and his 
tenants. 

On the part of the planter there may be nothing more than 
a “concern,” to repeat the word used in the quotation above, to 
care for his tenants as well as for the dumb farm animals that also 
serve him, but the concern is there, and, in the case of the ten- 
ants, it is commonly more than a mere concern. In spite of many 
exceptions it usually is a feeling of real responsibility. For al- 
though the planter may pursue a certain conventional ideal of 
refinement and maintain a certain attitude of aloofness from the 
manners and tastes of the laboring population of tenant farmers, 
he is, nevertheless, an integral part of the society of his own 
plantation. He cannot avoid the claims of those dependent upon 
him, and he ordinarily assumes that the government of his ten- 
ants is not only his privilege but also his duty. The primal law of 
reciprocity determines that a planter who enjoys certain rights 
of authority and property thereby incurs certain duties, and that 
a tenant who performs his work comes to possess certain rights. 

The feudal relations and attitudes that still exist on Southern 
plantations seem to rest largely on the fact that food on the estate 
is not ordinarily regarded as a mere commodity to be bought and 
sold, but as something which in return for work performed the 
planter is bound to supply and the tenant has a right to expect.!°° 
In spite of the fact that the planter charges these advances 
against the crop, the tenant is disposed to regard them in the 
nature of compensation for work done during the week. A form 
of compensation more personal and special than money, such as 
food, is better suited to the maintenance of customary and feudal 
relationships.!°! Even money when it is given out, as at Christ- 
mas time, tends to fall within this pattern.!° 

The discussion of share-tenancy up to this point has centered 
upon the economic, political, and social factors that co-operated 
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to build it up out of the ruins of slavery. And now it is this system 
which is about to “collapse.” Other economic, political, and social 
factors now are co-operating to destroy it, or, at least, to alter it 
fundamentally. 

The market relationship without has much to do with the na- 
ture and form of the planter’s control within the institution of 
the plantation, and the market relationships of all the great 
agricultural staples of the South are undergoing profound 
change. The principal factors that enter into the determination 
of these relationships are all those discussed by the authors of The 
Collapse of Cotton Tenancy—the credit system, the concentra- 
tion of land under corporate ownership, soil exhaustion, competi- 
tion of other fabrics, such as rayon, loss of world markets, and the 
mechanization of production. 

Changes in these factors involved in the market relationships 
of the South’s great agricultural staples are changing the com- 
petitive position of the regions of the South in the world econ- 
omy. Great geographical shifts in the agriculture of the world are 
impending, if not actually taking place. Where they are taking 
place they are attended by severe stresses and strains. Every area 
engaged in producing the various forms of commercial agricul- 
ture in the United States is affected, but because plantation 
agriculture by reason of its very nature involves an especially 
large amount of human labor the changes in the South are being 
felt with unusual severity. The various efforts to control produc- 
tion and the increasing use of farm machinery along with other 
factors have brought the South in line with the rest of the United 
States as an area of closed resources. Probably for the first time 
in its history the South has the problem of the displaced farm 
laborer. There are now more farm laborers than there is farm 
work, and the situation seems to be getting worse. 

Share-tenancy, like slavery before it, developed in response to 
a situation of open resources and has been maintained because 
it has continued to be a working adjustment to such a situation. 
If the South continues to have an army of surplus agricultural 
workers, the plantation system, if it survives, may abandon share- 
tenancy for some other form of labor control. It is not at all 
unthinkable, however, that if share-tenancy goes, the plantation 
system will go with it, since it is not merely share-tenancy which 
is threatened by present conditions but the power of the planter 
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to exercise authority and control over any system of labor; for the 
plantation, as was pointed out earlier, is not merely an economic 
institution, nor merely an agricultural organization to grow cot- 
ton, tobacco, or sugar cane. It also is a political institution, that 
is to say, an institution based upon the authority principle. Its 
history is one of changing forms of control, but whatever the 
form of control, so long as the planter maintains his authority, 
the plantation is maintained. The plantation’s career is ended not 
only by losing its market but also by losing its ability to govern. 

Regardless of the form it takes, control is effective so long as 
the economic interdependence of the members of the plantation 
is “paralleled by a system or network of personal contacts, and 
the economic situation is handled through ideas and sentiments 
common to all the members.” !°° Control begins to break down 
when economic interdependence is not accompanied by a co- 
ordination of personal attitudes. Unrest and dissatisfaction arise 
with the appearance of alternatives, with division of laborers, and 
with opportunities for, and experiences with, a different and 
contrasting way of life. 

This may be illustrated by reference to a study made of the 
Eastern Piedmont region of Georgia by Professor R. P. Brooks 
and published in 1911. For about fifteen years before the study 
was published, some very important changes had been taking 
place in the counties of this black belt, changes involving a loss 
in the Negro population and an increase in the white population 
as a result of the immigration of a large number of mountain 
families. Brooks included in his article the following very reveal- 
ing letter from a white citizen of Oglethorpe County: 


The differences between the races here in Oglethorpe are growing 
more intense and troublesome. A few years ago in Oglethorpe the 
negro was the laborer and the white men were “bosses,” generally, and 
workers, incidentally. That has all changed now, and the two races are 
coming into close competition as renters and day laborers. The negro 
has almost gone out of certain sections of our county, whites have filled 
in and are doing the work.. . . In the last few years some of our largest 
farms have been almost depopulated by the negroes’ scattering to cit- 
ies; and the counties above us, having increased in whites until they 
began to be crowded, and lands in those counties having gone up, these 
people, hearing of cheap lands in Oglethorpe, came down in great 
numbers and began to hire to our people. Those that were able began 
to buy land, so that land which was ten dollars per acre is now twenty- 
five and thirty dollars. Some of these people are very satisfactory and 
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make good citizens. Others from the mountains, never having worked 
very much, do not want to be confined very closely and do not exactly 
fit in the cotton fields, which demand much work. I am still holding 
many negro families, but at some loss last year and this, by reason of 
the fact that they are getting out of my control and influence. They do 
nothing but make a crop, and I have to furnish all their supplies and 
costly mules, which they abuse in spite of all my caution. The day of 
cheap labor is over, and even if it could be had it is unreliable and 
unmanageable. It seems that the larger farmers of Oglethorpe will be 
compelled in self-defense to sell their lands, because the lawful per cent 
on the price the lands will bring will be far more profitable than what 
the farmer can get from renters and croppers.'%4 


Note in this quotation how several things seem to go together 
and to react upon each other to effect social change—population 
changes, loss of a common ideology, loss of control, and the re- 
duction in the size of land and operating units. 

The changes that are taking place in agricultural labor rela- 
tions in the present South have an interesting historical parallel 
in the changes that took place during the Reconstruction period. 
Both then and now the Federal government intervened in the 
local economy—in different ways, to be sure, but with similar 
consequences. During Reconstruction, says Tabeau, the planter 
all too commonly “no longer felt morally obliged to care for his 
laborers. Many a planter, going to live in town, lost intimate 
contact with his plantation and workers.!°° The physical well- 
being of the Negroes was no longer one of his chief concerns.” 1°6 
Most planters, however, probably felt a moral obligation to care 
for the dependents among their former slaves and deeply re-_ 
sented an order of the Freedmen’s Bureau requiring individual 
planters in those states where the state itself made no provision 
for negro dependents to provide support. 


. . . the order of the Bureau implied that they must provide for them 
whether they liked or not, and this stirred many planters to indignation. 
The Southern Cultivator, in July, 1865, commenting upon the order, 
stated that “The Law which freed the negro, at the same time freed 
the master. At the same moment, and for both parties, all obligations 
springing out of the relations of master and slave, except those of kind- 
ness, ceased mutually to exist. If any officer can make the master sup- 
port the old and infirm slave, he can also make the slave continue under 
and support the old and infirm master.” This attitude was based upon 
the fact that all parts of the plantation economy were necessary to 
sustain it. The withdrawal of the effective workers left no means for the 
support of the dependent ones.!° 
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Like the activities of the Freedmen’s Bureau and other agen- 
cies of the Federal government during the period of Reconstruc- 
tion, the administration of relief and crop production control by 
Federal agencies during the last few years has greatly disturbed 
the principle of reciprocity implicit in the system of share- 
tenancy. Planters have had mixed feelings concerning these gov- 
ernment activities of the past few years. On the one hand, they 
represent a threat to their control.!°* The planter fears, and from 
his point of view, quite rightly, that they are “spoiling” his ten- 
ants.!°° On the other hand, the activities of the Federal govern- 
ment may be welcomed as an opportunity to be relieved of 
obligations. When tenants can fall back on government relief, the 
way is open for planters who are in financial difficulties to evict 
and to dispossess without being too much troubled by the old 
feeling of responsibility. 

As the cost of producing the old plantation staples mounts, the 
planter steadily loses his economic function and, also, tends ei- 
ther to lose control over his tenants or to exert what control he 
has to exploit them ruthlessly. At the same time there is evidence 
that many tenants are learning to keep themselves permanently 
indebted to the planter and thereby adding to the security of 
their tenure.!!° Indebtedness now, in many cases, might work 
to the advantage of the tenant. 

With the number of jobs in agriculture shrinking and many 
tenants being turned into migratory workers and wage hands, 
there has been a disruption of the equilibrium of feudal reciproc- 
ity. The partial disintegration of the system of ideas and senti- 
ments common to all has tended to raise questions concerning 
an economic system which makes some men’s opportunity to 
work dependent upon what appears to resentful tenants to be 
the arbitrary will of other men. The feeling of grievance against 
the planter class which is slowly arising and finding expression 
in the tenant class is based upon the feeling that planters are 
evading the obligations of reciprocal service. The frequent 
charge, often true no doubt, that tenants are dispossessed or 
turned into day laborers by planters in order to avoid sharing 
government crop control benefit checks is used to give support 
to this feeling. Whether this growing belief is soundly based or 
not is another question; its existence is the important fact for the 
future. 
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VIII. The Labor Problem and the Plantation Institution 


The South is that part of the United States where the planter 
has most powerfully impressed himself upon the form of society. 
The planter has faced many problems, but a review of his history 
from the days of original settlement down to the present im- 
presses one with the fact that his chief problem always has been 
that of securing and controlling labor, year around labor for work 
in a rural and agricultural situation. The history of the South has 
very largely turned on the efforts that have been made to solve 
this problem. 

A fuller appreciation of the significance of this fact may be 
gained by contrasting the planter with the squatter and the 
homesteader of the Middle West. Their frontier activities resem- 
bled each other in many respects. In the American West it was 
originally the policy of the Federal government to sell the land 
rather than grant it. But the settler who had won his land from 
the forest and the Indian regarded it as his “possession” and 
rejected the claims of one who had merely purchased from the 
government. In the face of this policy “not land itself, but the 
right to settle it became the sacred thing, an inalienable right to 
be defended even against the government.” !!! 

In the pioneering days of the Middle West every settler came 
to possess some land, legally or illegally, but relatively few pos- 
sessed or needed more than was necessary for a small farm. 
Because there was plenty of land, labor could be employed only 
by the offer of high wages, but additional labor, outside that 
supplied by the homesteader and his family, was not ordinarily 
required. At that time the Middle West had little to contribute 
to world commerce, and the homesteader, unlike the planter, 
was not included in the society based upon the world market. 
When finally the wheat fields of the region were opened, the 
labor problem was solved by the invention of the harvester by 
Cyrus McCormick. 

As compared with the squatter and the homesteader, the 
planter operated in a situation where the land was immediately 
utilized to produce a crop for sale. He occupied a more strategic 
position with reference to the market. In such a situation the 
mere right to settle the land was not enough. Labor, far more 
than land, was, in the absence of machine methods, the great 
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need. The squatter occupied the land, and made his claim to a 
right to settle upon it a primary issue in the history of the Middle 
West. The planter asserted a right to press into his service in 
some form the labor of individuals outside the membership of 
his own family. The outcome was that he established himself as 
the master of a body politic independent of, and even contrary 
to, orthodox methods of conferring authority upon individuals. 

What is the relation between what has always been the South’s 
most difficult problem, the problem of agricultural labor, and 
what has always been the South’s most distinctive and basic insti- 
tution, the plantation? An answer to this question is suggested 
by something Dr. Everett C. Hughes, a student of institutions 
generally, has written concerning the nature of an institution. 
“Institutions,” he says, “are just those social forms which grow 
up where men collectively face problems which are never com- 
pletely settled” !!2—or perhaps not settled until the social situa- 
tion in which the problem and the institution developed has 
given place to some other sort of situation. At any rate, institu- 
tions develop in connection with problems which are inherited 
as “perennially unfinished business” by several generations of 
men. 

The suggestion that the Southern plantation arose to deal with 
a labor problem which was capable of no complete and satisfac- 
tory solution, but which had to be faced, is in line with the facts 
of Southern history. In the situation the labor problem was re- 
sponsible for the plantation; the plantation was not responsible 
for the labor problem. Or, to put the matter in another way, the 
Southern plantation represents the institutionalization of the 
South’s problem of agricultural labor. 

Regardless of its evil reputation on the one hand and its roman- 
tic tradition on the other, the plantation has been a stabilizing 
influence in the relations between the races and the classes in 
the South. The important fact for this part of the nation, indeed 
for the nation itself, is that the situation which gave it birth and 
nourished it for several hundred years is passing away. The 
agricultural labor problem of the South is entering a new and 
radically different phase, and because of the historical connec- 
tion between that problem and the institution of the plantation 
it is reasonable to expect profound changes in the plantation 
itself. Under the circumstances the South is forced to consider 


The Natural History of Agricultural Labor in the South 263 


its future, and any consideration of the future raises the question 
of what is to take the place of the plantation system. It is well 
to inventory and to assess the region’s resources, material and 
moral, but a plan to guide and to control the life that may prevail 
in the future of this section will have to be formulated in the light 
of the forces that have shaped its institutions in the past and in 
accordance with the changes that now are going on. 


el4e 


Purpose and Tradition in Southern 
Rural Society: A Point of View 
for Research 


The rural peoples of the United States and of the world have 
in common the negative fact that they do not live in cities, but 
there the similarity between them ends. In a country as diverse 
as our country is, it is difficult to account for our assumption of 
rural homogeneity. Perhaps it developed as a consequence of our 
preoccupation with the rural-urban contrast, a preoccupation 
which has robbed rural sociology of much of the human interest 
which rightfully belongs to the study of so varied and colorful a 
subject matter. It was the rise of the city that gave point and 
content to the concept “rural” as a contrast conception and per- 
haps induced the illusion of rural homogeneity. We have ex- 
plored this contrast to our profit but the further progress of rural 
sociology would seem to call for more comparative study of rural 
societies themselves. 

Most rural societies rest upon an agricultural economy of some 
sort. Yet a common dependence upon agriculture, and even 
upon the same crops, leaves rural life far from standardized. The 
same plant crops go through practically the same processes of 
maturation wherever they are grown, but the social traditions 
which surround the growing may and do vary widely from so- 
ciety to society. On the other hand, similar traditions may charac- 
terize an agricultural society and an industrial society or a mining 
society.! But whatever the existing traditional patterns are they 
plead for themselves and resist change.? They must be isolated 
and brought under some measure of control, however, if the 
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social and economic problems which are rooted in them are to 
be brought under control. It is not enough to relegate the obser- 
vation of traditional patterns to a footnote as something merely 
quaint and interesting while we discourse on the agricultural 
problems of how to grow more and better cotton and tobacco 
and cows. Not only must we become more sensitively aware of 
the presence of cultural and traditional factors operating in social 
situations but we must consider and constantly reconsider better 
methods for screening out these factors and subjecting them to 
analysis. We must know what they are, how they originated, and 
how they developed before we can map out very effective pro- 
grams for their control and change. To this end it seems impor- 
tant that rural sociologists apply themselves more emphatically 
than they have heretofore to the historical analysis and compara- 
tive study of rural societies. 

These reflections are occasioned by the recent reading of a 
symposium volume edited by Ralph Wood and entitled The 
Pennsylvania Germans. To one reared in the plantation South 
the contrasts pointed up by the various chapters are very enlight- 
ening. Kollmorgen’s chapter on “The Pennsylvania German 
Farmer” is especially interesting to a Southerner. Indirectly it 
teaches almost as much about the plantation South as it does 
directly about the rural society of the Germans in Lancaster 
County, Pennsylvania. 

The Germans who settled in Pennsylvania before the Revolu- 
tion were members of a homogeneous cultural group. They were 
isolated from their neighbors by the barrier of language but reli- 
gious affiliation was and remains the best index of separateness. 
Traditional Pennsylvania German agriculture was based upon 
the family farm intensively cultivated and highly diversified. In 
this system of society, livelihood was the principal norm of effort 
and planning; profits had only a secondary standing. The Penn- 
sylvania German farmer “looked upon his calling as a preferred 
way of life and not primarily as a commercial occupation.” + He 
operated his farm and his family affairs on a cash basis; it was said 
of him that he was “‘afraid of debt.” All the members of his family, 
even his wife and daughters, had field work and farm chores to 
perform. Occasionally he might use the son or daughter of an- 
other German farmer when additional help was needed but this 
was not regarded as a violation of the saying, “The Germans do 
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their own work.” He enforced a strict family discipline but he 
generally succeeded in keeping his sons on the farm. He was 
concerned to secure enough land to provide them with farms and 
to conserve the land for their future use. He objected to farming 
practices that enriched the father but impoverished the sons. 

The Pennsylvania German farmer could not conceive of a farm 
without numerous cattle but his attitude toward cattle was very 
different from that of the commercial rancher in the West or of 
the indifferent planter in the South. His cattle were part of an 
agricultural program which also included the growing of clover 
and the rotation of crops. For extra-family labor the farmer relied 
upon his horses. So far as energy was concerned, what slave 
manpower was to the ante-bellum southern plantation, horse- 
power was to the Pennsylvania German farm. The Pennsylvania 
German farmer was also quick to adopt labor-saving machinery. 

Now horses and machines have to be cared for but they do not 
require government. The behavior of animals and machinery is, 
in general, expressed in a pattern which is predictable. More- 
over, animals and machines do not sulk or talk back. They do not 
go on strike or riot. The human problems of the Pennsylvania 
German farmer were those of the head of a family. They were 
not ordinarily those of an employer of labor or of a lord of a 
manor. This little fact, insignificant or obvious as it may seem, 
is extremely important when it comes to understanding tradi- 
tional plantation agriculture and how it differs from the agricul- 
ture of such a society as that of the Pennsylvania Germans. The 
planter might like to pursue a policy which would take account 
of the worker as simply a work animal or a machine but no matter 
how lowly the status of the worker as a slave or a sharecropper 
he does not cease to conceive of himself as a person and to act 
as a person. If the worker’s wishes and interests are to be subor- 
dinated to the purposes of the institution of which he is a part 
he must be governed after a pattern not ordinarily applied to the 
members of a family. 

Of course, the plantation is an economic institution. It tends 
to specialize in the production of a staple like cotton, tobacco, 
or sugar cane in the South, or coffee, rubber, or tea in other parts 
of the world. It produces to sell and not to consume, and the 
market for its staple is generally a world-market. But the eco- 
nomic factors in the definition of the plantation are only half the 
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factors; equally important are the political factors of authority 
and control. In fact, these latter are the factors that best serve 
to distinguish the plantation from other types of rural land insti- 
tutions. It is the presence of an authoritarian tradition which 
constitutes the plantation into something more than just a large 
farm. The history of the plantation is not just a history of the 
production of cotton, tobacco, sugar or rubber. It is even more 
a history of the changing forms of control over extra-family labor 
in the production of these staples, a fact which is just as significant 
in the present unrest and revolt in the Middle East of Asia as it 
was during the period of our own slavery controversy. 

Like the state, the plantation is based upon the authority prin- 
ciple and within it the planter possesses power, not only over the 
laborer’s job, but also over his home, his recreation, and his daily 
relations with others. There are, or have been, plantations with 
constitutions, laws, courts, jails, policemen, and even monetary 
systems of their own. At one time in the history of the South the 
planter possessed the power of life and death over the members 
of his plantation. Like the lords of European manors he possessed 
and exercised immunities from the laws of the state to which 
lesser men were strictly subordinated.°® 

The authority of the planter over his plantation is exercised, 
like the authority of the sovereign of the state is exercised, to 
preserve order and protect the peace. Disorder is against the 
interest of the planter just as it is against the interest of the 
sovereign of the state. But to limit our conception of the planter’s 
authority to this rather negative and passive function would be 
totally inadequate. The planter is no mere lord of a grundherr- 
schaft. His authority is no mere restraining authority. Rather is 
it a positive and a daily inducement to action permeating all 
aspects of the plantation’s life. It may help a little to describe 
plantation agriculture as military agriculture. The planter is not 
just the chief laborer in the field. He is no mere pace setter for 
the labor of others. He plans an agricultural campaign which his 
lieutenants and his workers carry out. He rides around on 
horseback or in his automobile inspecting and seeing that his 
orders are executed. Fanny Kemble and many others since her 
day have noted the planter’s “habitual tone of command.” 

Of course the planter must know how to grow cotton or 
tobacco or sugar cane. He must know how to select his seed, 
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when to plant, how to cultivate, when to apply fertilizer, when 
and how to harvest. But the requisite skills of the planter go 
beyond those of farmers generally. Not only good judgment but 
authority is exercised in the selection of seed and of planting, 
cultivating, fertilizing, and harvesting. Authority is woven into 
the fabric of the entire plantation pattern. The planter is dis- 
posed to look upon other men, not as ends, but as means to his 
own purposes. A planter, speaking of another planter, said to me, 
“Do you know how that man made his money? He made it with 
broken-down mules and nigger children.” “A good overseer to 
manage mules and niggers,” was the way ante-bellum planters 
sometimes advertised, and in the present South it is sometimes 
said in admiration of a certain type of white man, “He sure knows 
how to work niggers.” 

Just as insuperable difficulties are sometimes precipitated by 
floods or drought so may insuperable difficulties be occasioned 
by alterations in the pattern of authority relationships. After the 
Civil War many planters gave up and moved to town because, 
as they said, it was impossible to work “free niggers.” Today it 
is much the same. Planters are experiencing serious production 
and marketing difficulties but their most difficult problems are 
connected with the fact that the customary controls over labor 
are breaking down. They know how to produce more cotton and 
tobacco and sugar cane per acre than ever before but the old 
common sense knowledge of race and class upon which they 
based their control over Negro and poor white sharecroppers is 
failing. In the face of these new and perplexing problems of labor 
relationships planters feel confused and frustrated. Their careers 
as planters are ended not only when they lose their land re- 
sources or the market for their staples but also when they lose 
their ability to govern. 

Paralleling the disposition of the southern planter to look upon 
men of another race and class as means to his own purposes is 
his disposition to look upon the land as a resource to be cashed 
in. In 1937, Arthur Raper published a paper on “Gullies and What 
They Mean.” ® Of the nation’s 150,000,000 acres of eroded land 
more than three-fifths are in the South. The gullied lands of this 
region of the United States, Dr. Raper pointed out, are the conse- 
quence of clean-culture cash crops, the unbalance between ur- 
ban and rural economy, the exploitation of the Negro and the 


Purpose and Tradition in Southern Rural Society 269 


poor whites, and the plantation system. “If the traditional policy 
of southern agriculture is continued,” Raper concluded, “the soil 
will be further depleted, the gullies will grow longer and deeper 
and wider, the Old South will continue to wash away.” 7 

Gullies and eroded lands “are physical facts with social back- 
grounds and consequences.” ® Land killing is not only a fact but 
a tradition. Like the pattern of authority it is part of the planta- 
tion tradition in the South. What are these “social backgrounds 
and consequences”? What is the source of this tradition? There 
are several answers in the literature but it will be sufficient to 
examine two of them. One point of view which concludes that 
climate bears the chief responsibility was brought to explicit and 
formal statement by the sociologist Albert Galloway Keller many 
years ago.° The other finds the answer in the nature of the Eng- 
lish cultural heritage and is represented in the writings of the 
historian, Richard Shryock. 

In the well-known first chapter of his book on colonization 
Keller finds that all colonies may be classified into one of two 
fundamental types: the farm type and the plantation type. The 
determining factor in the development of each type of colony, 
according to Keller, is climate. Colonies in the temperate zone 
climates develop into farm colonies characterized by local diver- 
sified self-sufficiency, intensive cultivation, and the conservation 
of soil and other natural resources. The unit of social organization 
is the family and the population is fairly well divided between 
the two sexes. Its democratic and homogeneous society is based 
upon free labor. 

In the tropical plantation colony, on the other hand, there is 
a marked tendency to specialize in an agricultural staple which 
ranks as a luxury good in the mother country. Cultivation is 
extensive and exploitative. Plantation agriculture is a “ruthless 
and wasteful one, not only of soil but of men. It is what the 
Germans graphically denominate Rabbau.” !° The colonists are 
predominately males, and the racial unit is the individual and not 
the family. Since “vital conditions do not permit the accomplish- 
ment of plantation labors at the hands of an unacclimatized 
race,’ laborers must be imported from other tropical regions if 
the natives cannot be coerced. These traits characterize planta- 
tion societies wherever they have been established and regard- 
less of the nationality of the planters. 
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Keller apparently regards the plantation and all the traits that 
characterize plantation society as an inevitable and necessary 
consequence of the effort of Europeans to settle in and adjust to 
a tropical or semi-tropical situation. I have elsewhere !! sub- 
jected this theory to critical examination and rejected it on four 
counts: it does not account for the existence of several historical 
plantation societies in areas of temperate climate; it does not 
account for small farm societies in areas of tropical climate; it 
does not account for the great and significant differences be- 
tween plantation societies; and it does not account for the transi- 
tion from plantation to farm, or vice versa, in particular areas 
while the climate remains stable. 

American historians since Turner have tended to emphasize 
the creative experience of the frontier in American historical 
development. One student of southern history who has gone 
beyond description to explanation is Richard Shryock whose 
writings mark at least a partial return to the pre-Turner emphasis 
upon the cultural heritage from Old Europe. Shryock has been 
especially interested in the comparative study of British and Ger- 
man heritages in southern agriculture.!? The differences are sig- 
nificant: 


While the English settlers were girdling the trees or at best leaving 
the stumps in the fields, the Germans pulled everything out by the 
roots. While the English scratched their loose soils lightly, only to watch 
them erode with every heavy rain, the Germans ploughed their heavy 
lands deeply and held them intact. While the tidewater Virginians let 
their stock roam at will and actually claimed that to house cattle would 
ruin them, the Germans built their barns even before their houses were 
up—occasionally combining the two in the old Teutonic manner. 

Instead of cultivating tobacco to the exclusion or serious limitation 
of other crops, the Germans rotated a varied series.'* 


After noting that other historians had described the English 
settlers in early Virginia as “obsessed by a desire for gold” and 
as possessing a “boundless faith in get-rich-quick possibilities” 
Shryock adds: 


Here in Virginia were certainly a people lacking in agricultural tradi- 
tion and quite naturally seeking the quickest way out of their difficul- 
ties. . . . One would not expect a people so motivated to “dig in” by 
intensive and varied cultivation—that way was long and hard. It re- 
quired, moreover, certain knowledge and skills. One would not expect 
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a people so handicapped to survive, unless they could find a money crop 
and that right soon. Tobacco alone assured immediate profits—or, at 
least, promised the most profit—and so tobacco must be grown regard- 
less of the consequences. They could hardly foresee, in full, the destruc- 
tion of soils, the mounting debts, the rural isolation, and the racial 
difficulties that were to follow.'4 


It was different with the Germans: 


They were accustomed to and expected the hardest kind of labor. 
Coming to America to escape both religious and political persecution 
they were seeking a way of life rather than quick returns. Although 
their ideals were at times as materialistic as anything the Virginians 
desired, it was a different kind of materialism that was involved. While 
the latter set their eyes on profits, with the comfort and social position 
these would bring, the Germans dreamed rather of bigger and better 
barns. In a word, while the Virginians exhibited in America the ambi- 
tious economy of capitalism and exploitation, the Germans maintained 
the older semi-feudal economy of conservation.!° 


Again, “the Germans displayed an inveterate desire to do their 
own work and a corresponding disinclination to use negro 
slaves.” !®© The English, on the other hand, were directly respon- 
sible for the southern race problem since the use of Negro slave 
labor was in line with their purposes. 

The differences between the British settlers and the German 
settlers in America seem to have originated in differences in 
national heritage; “. . . It is difficult to find in the minor geo- 
graphical differences” between the areas in the South where 
each group settled “an adequate explanation of the wide diver- 
gence of their agricultural and social systems.” 17 “There is cer- 
tainly considerable evidence,” Shryock concludes, “that this di- 
vergence was due in part to the contrast in the motives, 
traditions, and skills of the two types of colonists.” !® 

It appears that the same agricultural contrasts which Keller 
attributes to difference in the climates of the areas settled by 
Europeans, regardless of the national origins of the settlers, 
Shryock is inclined to attribute to difference in the national cul- 
tural heritage of the settlers. If the conclusion implicit in 
Shryock’s studies is that the difference arises from the British 
character as formed in and by the total British culture in contrast 
to the German character as formed in and by the total German 
culture then it, too, like Keller’s climatic theory, must be re- 
jected. This conclusion would approach the assumption of the 
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existence of something like a national instinct or temperament 
as the primary causal factor in the very different histories of 
many British and German agricultural settlements. I do not be- 
lieve that such a conclusion would be entirely fair to Shryock but 
his writings on the subject, valuable as far as they go, might easily 
lead themselves to this interpretation because they do not go far 
enough. When the comparative method is employed investiga- 
tion must continue until all the relevant cases are inspected, and 
not all the relevant cases have been inspected. The English in 
New England, for example, certainly built a rural society much 
closer to that of the Germans in Pennsylvania than to that of the 
English in Virginia. And the Germans in their former colonies 
in Togoland, East Africa (Tanganyika), Southwest Africa, and 
New Guinea behaved in a manner much nearer the English in 
Virginia than they did to the Germans in Pennsylvania and in 
various places in the South.!° 

It is not enough to break down the expansion of Europe into 
the national divisions that took part in the settlement of overseas 
areas. It is of course true that the competition between Portugal, 
Spain, France, Holland, England, and later Germany led to im- 
portant differences between these states in settlement policy and 
consequence, but it also is true that national rivalry was not the 
only complicating factor. Within the various colonizing nations 
there existed the rivalry of different elements variously moti- 
vated. Commercial interests in competition with each other 
were also in opposition to organized philanthropic, educational, 
governmental, and religious forces which in their turn were 
often at cross purpose with each other. We cannot treat any 
migrating and colonial group en bloc from the standpoint of 
national heritage. The British planters in the New World had, in 
all probability, more in common with the French and Portuguese 
planters than they had with British missionaries and British Puri- 
tans. 

When the comparative consideration of migration and settle- 
ment is carried far enough it appears that national culture as a 
whole is not sufficiently elementary to account for variations in 
colonial development. Of more tangible importance in the actual 
course of settlement were the differences in motives that mobil- 
ized factions within national groups into various action patterns, 
and in the colonizing activities of the nations of Europe these 
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different motives of special interest groups have worked them- 
selves out into a variety of patterns. For what fundamentally 
distinguishes human groups from each other is not so much the 
stuff of which their yesterdays were made as the motives that 
shape the present behavior of their members and the purposes 
that fashion their goals. Motives are the social forces of history. 

Migrating groups variously motivated present themselves in 
a wide range of styles but in general they seem to fall into two 
broad types. In the first place, there are those whose members, 
possessing a sense of difference from others in political or reli- 
gious faith, seek to withdraw and to segregate themselves from 
the world. Such migrations as the Pilgrims who went to New 
England, the Germans who went to Pennsylvania, and the Mor- 
mons who went to Utah, represent cultural migrations. Members 
of religious groups, trying to determine what the proper ends of 
life are, look for secluded spots where they can get possession of 
their own souls and direct their own lives within some scheme 
or system of beliefs. They migrate and settle as a community and 
they are concerned to maintain their institutions, including their 
agricultural practices, intact. They tend to reproduce, so far as 
circumstances allow, the folk agriculture of the lands from 
whence they came. 

In the second place, there are those whose members seem 
possessed with a “will to power” and who move out into the 
world with a sense of expansion and conquest. They conceive of 
themselves as extending the frontiers of the world and of advanc- 
ing their own status in it. They are adventurers, soldiers of for- 
tune, traders, missionaries, planters, and administrators. The spe- 
cial purposes of these men may differ widely,?° and with vastly 
different consequences, but they all operate on the fringe of 
change, “somewhere east of Suez,” and they seek to adapt that 
change to their own interests. 

Those who came to the tidewater of colonial Virginia fell into 
this latter class of settlers. They came from England, but the 
motives which dominated the particular segment of the English 
population which they represented did not originate in England. 
The history of their purpose is far older than England. Just where 
and when the motive of trade and production for trade origi- 
nated need not concern us here. The story of its development, 
however, would have to include the long episode of the trading 
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factory, an institution which went back to the Hanseatic League, 
the Italian fondaco, and beyond that to the Phoenician trading 
colony. The trading factory represents the original pattern of 
relations between overseas peoples of unequal economic devel- 
opment. Consequently the enterprising peoples have to main- 
tain the trading terminus at each end. When the English, along 
with the Portuguese, the French, and the Dutch, adopted the 
pattern of the trading factory from the Italian and the Hanseatic 
merchants, they were, as were their predecessors, more con- 
cerned with trading facilities and the establishment of fortified 
harbors and stations than with command over the territory of the 
peoples with whom they traded. In the Orient, where the pat- 
tern of the trading factory took form, this simple commercial 
policy became a territorial policy when the factories of the Eng- 
lish came into competition with those of other European nation- 
als. But a territorial policy in the Orient did not require any 
wholesale migration of Englishmen to make it effective. The 
production of goods remained in the hands of natives. It was 
sufficient for the Europeans if the natives under their own rajas 
and sultans brought down the produce of spices, textiles, and tin 
to the factories in the seaports to be shipped to Europe and sold 
at extravagant prices. 

It seems probable that the English establishment at Jamestown 
was founded on the model of the trading factory. Like the heads 
of English factories in India and elsewhere the head of the estab- 
lishment at Jamestown was given the title of “president.” The 
common store or magazine found in the factories of the Orient, 
the Levant, and the Baltic was reproduced at Jamestown. Again, 
those sent to early Jamestown by the Virginia Company were 
evidently not selected with reference to their fitness as farmers.?! 
But the New World situation turned out to be an entirely differ- 
ent kind of situation from that in which the trading factory had 
functioned successfully. There were no towns or cities in which 
to locate. The native population was not familiar with the prac- 
tice of trade and, save for a few minor commodities, did not 
produce the goods required and were not disposed to do so. 
Under the circumstances the trading factory evolved into the 
industrial plantation. 

The plantation became an organization for the accommoda- 
tion of men of diverse class and race to each other in the produc- 
tion of an agricultural staple. But it did much more than define 
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the pattern of race relations. It embodied an agricultural tradi- 
tion, a tradition of exploitative farming. Tradition, however, is 
not something disembodied. Its operation in the various seg- 
ments of our population is revealed in the different ways in which 
the members of those segments define situations and act these 
definitions out. The detailed analysis of the present and historical 
South from this point of view would, I am sure, throw a great deal 
of light upon southern culture. What follows is a bare outline of 
the role of the planter class, the poor white class, and the Negro 
class when seen in relation to the plantation tradition. 

The motive of the trader or factor, modified by experience, 
became the motive of the planter, and the agricultural traditions 
which accumulated in the South originated in this modification. 
The life-organization of the planter was formed by his purpose 
and his ambition. The land passed into his hands as part of the 
new industrial purpose and he undertook to produce for the 
market an agricultural commodity which was entirely outside 
the traditional and folk agriculture of England. In Virginia this 
was tobacco. He might just as readily have planted opium pop- 
pies had there been any profit in them. The Indian was no longer 
looked upon as a customer but as a potential laborer. But the 
Indian was as worthless as a laborer as he was as a customer or 
independent producer and it became obvious that Virginia and 
the South would have to be settled by a new population willing 
to work or capable of being forced to work. Accordingly, an 
industrial army of occupation was moved into the area consisting 
first of white indentured servants and later of Negro slaves. Thus 
there grew up around the activities of the planter on the south- 
ern frontier a kind of camp agriculture which came to be known 
as plantation agriculture. 

The purpose of the planter required the subordination of land 
and labor alike to the production of the crop. Land was tamed, 
not domesticated. One English traveller observed that “every 
planter considers himself only a temporary occupant on the plan- 
tation on which he is settled. He therefore goes on from year to 
year ‘racking it out’, making it yield as much cotton and corn as 
he can without considering the future. He is always ready to sell 
out and travel further west.” 2? Similarly, labor, white or Negro, 
was regarded mainly as instrumental to the end of staple crop 
production. 

The purpose of the planter was incorporated into the structure 
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of the plantation, but the purpose of the institution as a whole 
did not thereby become the purpose of all its members. By some 
the pattern of waste and the exploitation of natural resources 
were adopted and transmitted to later generations but with the 
incentive to profit in wealth and status from that exploitation left 
out. Here is where the southern poor whites and Negroes enter 
the story. Almost universal in the descriptive literature on the 
poor whites is the emphasis upon the “void of pointless leisure” 
in which their lives are lived. What happened to the strong pur- 
pose which motivated their ancestors to come to America? 

The act of quitting a familiar life in England and Europe for 
a strange and perilous one in America in an age when travel and 
communication were slow and difficult must have been moti- 
vated by deeply-set purposes and a great determination to real- 
ize them. It would be difficult to overemphasize the strength of 
purpose on the part of men who voluntarily sailed from England 
to the wilderness of the New World frontier. It was so with those 
planted on these shores by the Virginia Company and who be- 
came the “ancient planters,” and it was just as true of those who 
came later as indentured servants pledged to work five or seven 
years for a master in return for the cost of their passage. Some 
of these servants, possessed of some capital or with access to the 
capital of English investors, served out their time and became 
planters, but the opportunity to realize their intentions never 
came to most of them. In the competition for the status of planter 
relatively few were successful. The greater number failed and 
became the social ancestors of the present day “poor whites.” 
Professor Abernethy suggests that the Scotch-Irish and German 
Protestants who flowed down the Valley of Virginia from Penn- 
sylvania contributed mostly to the yeomanry of the South, 
whereas those who drifted west from the seaboard became the 
landless poor, the squatters and poor whites.?* 

Those whites who were unable to maintain purpose, and who 
therefore lost it, were at a competitive disadvantage with those 
whites who could and did maintain it. They were subsequently 
defined as a class by their Negro slave competitors. Both John 
Fiske 24 and T. J. Wertenbaker 2° noticed that the appearance of 
Negro laborers in Virginia also marked the appearance of a class 
of mean whites. They had lived and worked as servants alongside 
Negro servants and slaves on the estates of the planters, but 
gradually they had been edged off the plantations and subjected 
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to a process of natural segregation as they drifted together, inter- 
married, and locked themselves off from the plantation world. 
There was even some cultural reversion toward the level of the 
Indians. The isolation in which they were confined was not only 
spatial but temporal; it has extended itself to successive genera- 
tions. In isolation other traditions were generated but the pattern 
of wasteful exploitation minus the motive of cumulative gain has 
persisted through the years more or less independently of the 
rest of the community. 

The southern poor white is something more and at the same 
time something less than a white man who is poor. Just the way 
the words “‘po’ white” are spoken by Negroes and by middle and 
even upper class whites in the South conveys a conception of him 
as belonging to a special category. He is to be rather sharply 
distinguished from the mountain white in the South in at least 
three ways: (1) he is in direct economic competition with 
Negroes; (2) he is not typically a landowner; and (3) he does not 
live in a folk society. Landless, for the most part, in a society 
where the ownership of land has been a badge of status and with 
only his labor to sell, he has exaggerated the color of his skin as 
a symbol of his connection with the dominant white class. Inse- 
cure in his status he has felt impelled to press his claim for racial 
superiority upon others. 

Mountain whites are generally poor but, unlike the poor 
whites, they possess and maintain a tradition of inherent superi- 
ority of stock which goes beyond mere pride of color.?® They 
picture themselves, and are pictured in stories and accounts con- 
cerning them, as capable of great cultural training and develop- 
ment. Once given a chance, their superior stock tells and they 
quickly go up in the world. This seems to be one of their cardinal 
beliefs. Poor whites, on the other hand, are inordinately proud 
of being white men, but have no outstanding pride of ancestry. 
They have lost consciousness of whatever fortune their ancestors 
may have had and are not greatly concerned to increase their 
stock of material to say nothing of spiritual goods. If this state- 
ment is not entirely true it at least expresses a widely held belief 
about them. As Broadus Mitchell has pointed out, very little has 
been said in depreciation of the mentality, the morals, or the 
ethics of Negroes that has not also been said about poor whites 
of the South by their own blood cousins. 

The mountain white has lived in a folk society so organized 
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that there are always interesting things for its members to do. 
Their society has produced folk products and it possesses folk 
institutions. New experience comes as an incident of folk activity. 
The poor white, on the contrary, does not live in a robust society 
with his fellows, a society having its own stock of values and 
spiritual resources that satisfy. Periodically he has to go out look- 
ing for new experiences or “thrills.” The mountain white identi- 
fies himself with his society and accepts its culture as a heritage 
of which he is proud. He derives strength as an individual from 
his consciousness of membership in it. Those around him are not 
only his neighbors but his kin. The lot of the poor white is differ- 
ent. His condition is expressed in the saying, “once a sharecrop- 
per always a sharecropper.” In the plantation areas of the South 
the poor whites are rootless people with only weak kinship claims 
to soften their economic situation and without sufficient perma- 
nence of residence to build up neighborhood bonds. They move 
restlessly from farm to farm, from plantation to plantation, and 
from county to county. 

Upper class whites of the South have been acccustomed to 
account for the laziness and inertia of the poor white as the marks 
of a biologically degenerate people. When they speculated about 
him in print they have sometimes made him the descendant of 
the scum of England, i.e., the indentured servants. Like the traits 
of Negroes, his traits have been regarded as the constitutional 
endowments of an entirely different kind of people. If post-Civil 
War Southerners centered their humor about the Negro “the 
great body of Southern antebellum humor centered about the 
poor white.” 27 It was said of him that he was born lazy and had 
a relapse. He wouldn’t drink coffee for breakfast because it was 
liable to keep him awake all morning. 

Another popular explanation of the poor white substitutes poor 
health for bad biological inheritance. In 1902 Dr. C. W. Stiles 
announced the discovery of hookworm among the poorer masses 
of the South and suggested that the parasite probably accounted 
for the chronic fatigue which seemed especially to characterize 
the poor whites. Poor whites were not inherently lazy; their 
energy was being consumed by hookworms. The New York Sun 
headlined the discovery “Germ of Laziness Found?” after which 
hookworm became, to many Southerners, just a polite northern 
word for laziness. But it also became to Walter Hines Page, to 
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the young men connected with the Rockefeller Sanitary Com- 
mission for the Eradication of Hookworm Disease, and to many 
others who took up the cause, the chief factor in the low state 
of civilization among the rural white masses of the South. 

Stiles and his colleagues undertook to demonstrate that the 
“dirt-eating” and the chronic fatigue so widespread in the rural 
South were not themselves diseases, but symptoms of another 
disease, hookworm. The devoted efforts of these men and their 
successors to eliminate or at least reduce the incidence of hook- 
worm in this region richly deserve all the praise and honor we 
have given them, but the probability remains that hookworm is 
itself symptomatic of an even more basic condition. This is, not 
inherent laziness, but a tradition of improvidence, moral degen- 
eracy, lack of ambition, and indifference to profitable labor. It 
is a tradition traceable to social and economic factors in the poor 
white’s connections with the rest of the community. What is 
missing is a sense of purpose or a clear-cut conception of the 
meaning of his existence. His state of aimlessness, of purposeless- 
ness, and of footlooseness expresses itself not merely in laziness 
and general inefficiency but also in demoralizing habits, crime, 
insanity, and disease. 

It is not contended that the poor whites of the present South 
are necessarily the blood descendants of the original body of 
whites edged off the plantations into the sand hills and pine 
barrens. Individual poor whites have moved up and out of their 
class and the class has recruited some of its members from 
planter and yeoman whites who have moved down. Not much 
is known about the biological make-up of the original poor 
whites, and genealogies of contemporary poor whites would, in 
all probability, prove very little. But there is a poor white tradi- 
tion and the overwhelming probability is that anyone brought 
up in it will remain a poor white regardless of the composition 
of the genes that made him. The poor whites are the social inheri- 
tors of that segment of the original colonial population of whites 
that lost purpose and momentum. They have come to a dead 
stop, and they cannot get started again without some aid from 
outside their own ranks. They cannot get started again without 
some filling of the social emptiness or void in which their in- 
dividual members exist. 

The story of the Negro is very different. As Booker T. Washing- 
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ton was fond of saying, he is the only one of our citizens whose 
ancestors came to these shores by special invitation. In contrast 
to the marked strength of purpose animating the original white 
settlers from Europe, the dominating will that brought the Negro 
here was not his own. We are accustomed to attribute the differ- 
ence between the progress of whites and Negroes in America to 
differences in race and culture, but it is entirely reasonable to 
suppose that, had there been no original differences in race and 
culture, the sheer presence of purpose in one group and its ab- 
sence in the other would in time have accounted for at least a 
part of the difference in progress made by whites as compared 
to the Negroes. Added to this original difference in purpose was 
one hundred and fifty years of slavery which effectively blocked 
the acquisition by Negroes of the American tradition of achieve- 
ment and material progress. 

It was inevitable that the habits of slavery and of subordination 
would continue to dispose Negroes after Emancipation to live 
and to shape their behavior by the pressure of contingencies 
alone. It was inevitable, too, and very human, that freedom 
should be defined in terms opposed to the forced labor of slavery. 
As Park says: 


The freeman was not able at once to enter into the spirit and tradition 
of a free competitive and industrial society. He had no conception, for 
example, of the secret terror that haunts the free laborer; the fear, 
namely, of losing his job and of being out of work. On the contrary, his 
first conception of freedom was that of a condition in which he would 
be permanently out of work. So far, therefore, from being possessed by 
that mania for owning things which is the characteristic, as the commu- 
nists tell us, of a capitalistic society, his first impulse and aim were to 
get as deeply in debt as possible.?® 


In time, however, the greater measure of competition which 
freedom introduced into the life conditions of Negroes has forced 
more and more of them to seek work for which others, including 
whites, also were seeking. In 1904 William Garrott Brown called 
attention to the rise of white competition against the Negro. 
“The white man whom the Negro has to fear,” he said, “is no 
longer the man who would force him to work. It is the man who 
would take his work away from him. The danger, the immediate 
menace, is from rivalry rather than oppression.” 2° Now the al- 
most revolutionary result of this competition is a profoundly 
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changing attitude on the part of Negroes towards jobs and job 
opportunities. Negroes are more critically evaluating the jobs 
they have and are aspiring to jobs they have not had. The devel- 
oping vocational consciousness among them means that many 
more Negroes than formerly are thinking less of jobs for the day 
only and more of careers. More and more Negroes are seeking 
to link up their lives with some continuous work promising hon- 
orable achievement. Numerous Negroes individually, and not 
just a few leaders of the race, are beginning to take stock of 
themselves against the future. Careers mean education and 
training. Hence the quickening interest on the part of Negroes, 
not only in the right to an education, but in the content of the 
educational process itself. The first of our non-English-speaking 
immigrants are the last to catch up with, and begin assimilating, 
the conception that America is something unfinished, and that 
all may contribute to its ultimate realization. 

The contrast between poor whites and Negroes must not, of 
course, be exaggerated. The masses of southern Negroes, like the 
masses of southern whites, are impoverished both materially and 
spiritually. The great majority of Negroes face, in addition to 
problems purely racial, the same problems which confront the 
under-privileged white people of the South. But the general con- 
clusion is, in my opinion, inescapable: the poor whites some- 
where along the line suffered a failure of nerve and lost purpose; 
Negroes, on the contrary, came without purpose but are gaining 
it. The Negro is today mobilizing behind what is for him a great 
cause, the cause of interracial democracy. The poor white has no 
cause except the negative one of maintaining a precarious hold 
upon his position as a white man. Both Negroes and poor whites 
in the plantation areas of the South are caught in the same eco- 
nomic and social system so that the effort of one to rise invariably 
involves the other, but of the two the Negroes are in some re- 
spects the better off. 

The improvement of seed, of livestock, and of farm machinery 
in the field of southern agriculture should and will continue but 
such improvements will not of themselves prevent what is left 
of the southern soil from washing away. They may, in fact, be 
used, as machine improvements have been used, to intensify the 
mining of the land and thus speed up the process of erosion. 
Legislative and administrative changes may be required but such 
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changes alone will not solve our human problems. The standards 
of rural health in the South are scandalously low and must be 
raised but the total elimination of hookworm and malaria will not 
automatically restore incentive and ambition to the classes defi- 
cient in these qualities. 

I have tried to interpret in terms of purpose and tradition some 
of the social problems of the South with its planter, poor white, 
and Negro components. My thesis is that the plantation has been 
important, not only in the establishment of the pattern of race 
relations, but also in the creation of an agricultural tradition 
which has taken a somewhat different course in the various seg- 
ments of the southern population. It is a tradition which should 
be isolated and thoroughly analyzed. This is a task for anthropolo- 
gists and sociologists. The task of transforming or modifying tra- 
dition is one for education and if education cannot do the job 
required in the South then perhaps nothing can. And education 
cannot do the job as our schools are at present organized and 
directed. Not much can be expected from the uninspired and 
routine type of education now being dispensed in the rural 
schools of the South. How can the formal educational process be 
used to alter the subtle yet powerful force of tradition as it is 
handed down informally in the family and in the community? 

Education resides in the process of cultural transmission but 
where there is a poverty of purpose and the people aren’t doing 
anything how can education be made meaningful and vital? 
There is some reason to believe that education by itself cannot 
be relied upon to effect fundamental changes in the masses of 
people except under conditions of collective feeling. It is no 
accident that the major transformations of history originated in 
mass movements. From what source can we get a mass move- 
ment capable of putting some fire into the bellies of the poorer 
whites and Negroes of the South? How can these people be 
moved to feel and believe that the South is a land with a future 
as well as a land with a past? How can such a movement be 
steered away from totalitarian controls and directed toward the 
fulfillment of the democratic ideal? Where can we get the educa- 
tional statesmen capable of organizing our schools to make the 
fight of their lives against the tradition of exploitation on the one 
hand and the tradition of complacency on the other? How shall 
we fashion the lever and, once fashioned, where shall we rest it? 


el5e 


The South and the Second Emancipation 


I 


The South is a history in search of a country. In the middle of 
the nineteenth century various interests and values incubated in 
this history sought to structure themselves into a separate 
country, but the effort failed and left the South, as the 1949 
edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica tersely defined it, “a 
large area of the United States which presents certain distinctive 
characteristics.” Within the frame of the United States the peo- 
ple of each region intuitively have defined the boundaries and 
characteristics of their own and of every other region. The South, 
then, is that part of the nation regarded as the South by non- 
Southerners and Southerners alike, and that popular assignment 
refers not merely to geographic location but to broad cultural 
distinctiveness as well. In the moral geography of the United 
States the South has been the most sensitive area. Today, in a 
shrinking world with nations in a position to look over into the 
backyards of each other and ever ready to pass judgment, this 
area, like South Africa, Germany, and others, has become one of 
the most morally sensitive areas of the world, an exasperated 
subject of prolonged criticism from the outside. The setting in 
which there is a public that appears to hiss the actors in the 
Southern scene is changing from the nation to that of the world, 
but white Southerners, like white South Africans, continue to 
deny the right of the rest of the world to reprimand and to pass 
judgment. Nevertheless, in the struggle to accommodate itself 
to changes and to judgments from without, the South has 
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changed and will continue to change from within. In a special 
sense the South is a product of change and of reaction to change 
throughout its history. Its basic constitution has been determined 
by the way it has dealt with the problem of change in the past, 
and the changes it faces now and in the future may involve 
nothing less than a revolution in its fundamental institutional 
structure. 


II 


Perhaps the central problem of every society is that of preserv- 
ing enough consistency to maintain a relatively stable organiza- 
tion on the one hand while coping with inevitable changes on 
the other. How much change can a society admit and yet remain 
the same society? This is the ancient and universal problem of 
preserving a balance between order and change, and it has oc- 
cupied the thought of many generations of philosophers. The 
ideal solution, of course, is orderly change, and this is what mod- 
ern constitutional government aims to achieve. But when the 
members of a society cannot agree on what the goals of change 
are, or even upon the desirability of change at all, and this usually 
is the case, the ideal of orderly change can only be approximated. 
Almost always and everywhere the social process is punctuated 
by disorderly episodes of one kind or another, but, orderly or 
disorderly, change is inevitable in all social life. It is, as John 
Dewey has somewhere put it, “the primary social fact as surely 
as motion is the primary physical fact.” 

Things lying inert and seemingly changeless tend to escape 
notice. Change induces attention, observation, concern, reflec- 
tion, and study; it is at least one source of social awareness of 
diversity leading to conflict, particularly when individuals and 
groups change at different tempos. Hence something is learned 
about the nature of things and about ourselves in the course of 
efforts to effect, prevent, or minimize change. Often efforts to 
block change unwittingly help bring about subsequent changes 
more drastic than otherwise might have been the case. In this 
sense the true radicals may, in the perspective of the history of 
a society, be the conservatives. 

Social change is, of course, not the same thing as the mere 
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passage of time. Nor is it just the accumulation of culture and of 
the artifacts of culture. It is something more than social circula- 
tion as in the elimination and replacement of group personnel, 
and it is something more than social succession as represented 
in the procession of the generations. In social change just what 
is it that changes? The central fact in social change appears to 
be alteration in the individual or group positions of the members 
of a society, that is, status change. An established social order is 
one in which there is an established status system; in the absence 
of such a system there is only a frontier. 

Status is a broad term for the position of a person or group in 
a hierarchy of persons or groups. Like the struggle for existence, 
which operates in a biological and economic context, the struggle 
for higher status, which operates in a social and moral context, 
is, apparently, universal and eternal. “From this struggle,” said 
Robert E. Park, “no philosophy of life has yet discovered a ref- 
uge.” 

It is important to distinguish status from the “condition” of an 
individual or group. “Condition” is more or less an environmen- 
tal accident; the term describes the material and moral circum- 
stances and standards under which individuals live, changes in 
which may occur without a corresponding change in social sta- 
tion. A status, on the other hand, is a position in a system of 
statuses, a position in a society. We speak of improving a condi- 
tion but we speak of advancing a status. A status is organically 
bound up with every other status in the system. There could be 
no one to experience that “sickening sense of inferiority” if there 
were no others around to display the satisfactions and advantages 
of higher position. The items of a given condition become impor- 
tant for status when they are defined, not so much in terms of 
physical misery or comfort, but mainly in terms of personal or 
social degradation or prestige. This happens when events and an 
enlarging community bring about opportunities for sensitive in- 
ner comparisons and contrasts which in turn generate self and 
group consciousness. It happens when one becomes aware of 
what one’s grievances or special privileges are in a world of those 
people whose estimate of one’s self and of one’s group seems 
important. 

This is why the revision of the status system of a society will 
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have repercussions throughout the entire social order. Any such 
revision is social change even though the causes of such change 
need not be social in their origins. 


III 


What, now, is the source of the popular commitment to race 
in social relations? If we abandon all the many good reasons that 
have been advanced and face the real reason, white Southerners 
and a great many white Americans generally would have to ac- 
knowledge that it stems from uncompromising status considera- 
tions, such as those having to do with interdining and intermar- 
riage. It is important for the Best People of any society to know 
where to draw the line, and “racism,” says Ruth Benedict, “is 
essentially a pretentious way of saying that ‘I’ belong to the Best 
People.” Where the status of Best People entails some mark of 
obvious, permanent, and transmissible distincition, such as skin 
color, a distinction open to all born with the right complexion, 
it is possible to assert the claim of aristocratic status without 
benefit of education, wealth, family, or even good manners. 

Southern society knows the discriminating force of education, 
family, fortune, office, religion, and other usual features of class 
in its status system, but cutting across all these features and distin- 
guishing this society from most others is the long-time presence 
in it of an inherited status principle based upon race. The South, 
in a very special sense, is that part of the nation which is race- 
bound: race is the chief axis around which Southern life and 
thought has revolved for at least a hundred and fifty years. This 
region, as Jonathan Daniels put it, is two races, a racial moiety, 
with one race automatically assigned a superior status and the 
other just as automatically assigned an inferior one. This is true 
in spite of the fact, or perhaps because of it, that the two races 
have interdigitated, like the lacing of the fingers of the two 
hands, so that the lives of whites and of Negroes have played into 
the lives of each other. It is because the two groups have been 
so thoroughly intermixed in the same territory, because physical 
distance between them has been so insignificant a factor, that the 
ideology of race has been generated to effect a wide social dis- 
tance. The believed-in differences between them pertain to little 
or nothing that is biologically or psychologically in one race that 
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is not in the other, but rather to the social and historical situation 
in which both exist; only the intervention of the Other establishes 
the identity of individuals of different complexion as white or as 
Negro. Race functions as a contrast conception. 

We have to understand the establishment of this kind of a 
status system in the South as a reaction to the problem of social 
change as this problem was presented in its early history. The 
changes presently going on amount to a veritable status revolu- 
tion which is shaking the South to its very foundations, that is, 
in its social structure. 


IV 


At this point it may be useful to distinguish between change 
in race relations and change and race relations. A number of 
anthropologists and sociologists since W. H. R. Rivers have made 
us aware of the difference between those more formal and mate- 
rial aspects of a culture which change more or less easily and 
readily and those aspects which persist or offer considerable re- 
sistance to change. These institutional and persisting relation- 
ships constitute the social structure. In the social structure of 
most if not all societies, sex, age, and blood attributes and rela- 
tionships get codified and legitimated. Insofar as such attributes 
and relationships are transmitted by educational institutions and 
sanctioned by religious institutions these, too, must be regarded 
as part of the structure. The more or less superficial changes 
which occur in the superstructure may have relatively little ef- 
fect on the structural foundations of the society itself. All this is 
analogous to the different types of changes which physiologists 
observe in a developing organism. The point may be illustrated 
by the acculturation which, in the course of American history, 
fairly quickly erased the external signs of costume, mannerisms, 
and dialect that originally distinguished the members of one 
immigrant group from another, as well as from old-line Ameri- 
cans. But the resulting apparent homogeneity often obscured 
deeper differences of outlook and attitude which existed and 
probably continue to exist between them. 

It is apparent that many changes have occurred in both our 
white and Negro populations, and in the relationships between 
them, during the past hundred years or more. But how deeply 
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into the structure of Southern society do such changes go? Basic 
in the structure of a society are its institutions and its family and 
kinship relationships. Individuals in Southern society are born 
into a world of new artifacts and circumstances, but they con- 
tinue to identify their membership in this society with a structure 
that they have been reared to believe is everlasting. They con- 
tinue to regard themselves and to be regarded by others as South- 
erners. The institutional and kinship system of the South today 
may be described in almost precisely the same terms employed 
a century ago. Institutions then and now are divided along racial 
lines. Kinship as a network of communication and personal bonds 
divides itself now—as it did then—at the color line, notwithstand- 
ing an extensive amount of miscegenation which has occurred 
outside marriage. These elements of the social structure are re- 
garded as of much more than temporary significance—factors of 
constancy and continuity are involved in them. One reading the 
journal of a Southern planter or matron of an earlier period often 
is impressed with the sense of certainty, the assurance, that the 
order of society in which they enjoyed high prestige would last 
forever. Today this sense of assurance is being deeply shaken, but 
it is likely that many, if not most, white Southerners feel that 
when the tumult of mass race demonstrations has passed, as simi- 
lar threats have passed before, the basic tenets of their way of 
life will remain the same. 

An integral part of the social structure of the South is and has 
been its status system, one predicated upon the complete accept- 
ance of the idea of race. No idea has ever yet separated the strata 
of a society more completely, nor with a greater assumption of 
finality, than has that of race. In its most extreme expression the 
idea leads people who face each other across a status line to see 
the others as members of a different species. The idea contains 
the notion that race is something primary, something that goes 
back into a far past and will continue into a far future. How did 
the idea arise and establish itself in the structure of Southern 
society? The answer requires an examination of the connection 
between change and race relations. 


V 


The evidence indicates that blacks in Virginia and in the South 
were not originally identified as racially different from the Euro- 
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pean settlers, but as religiously different. They were “Moors” or 
at least non-Christians. However, this conception, inherited from 
the religious wars of Europe and used to justify the slave trade, 
broke down with the problem of maintaining Negroes in a state 
of slavery on the plantations. The religious rationalization im- 
plied emancipation upon conversion until colonial legislatures, 
following the example of the Maryland assembly in 1664, “altered 
the religious sanction for slavery and based its validity frankly 
upon race.” ! To be sure, the alteration had been building up in 
custom before it was formalized in the law. It was, nevertheless, 
a drastic alteration since it shifted social stratification from the 
English contractual and class arrangement to a _ biological 
heredity principle, a principle at once, in the case of the black 
man, highly visible, durable, predictable, and economically and 
socially meaningful. The asserted correspondence between color 
and slave status served to shunt the black man back into his racial 
place as he tried to imitate whites and climb higher in the social 
scale. 

The racial principle was to take deepest root in what possibly 
was the most democratic part of the American frontier, the 
Southern frontier, an area productive of the leadership and doc- 
trines of Jefferson and Jackson.” All along its course westward 
from North to South the American frontier developed practical 
working arrangements in which every man regarded himself and 
was regarded by others as being as good as any other man, that 
is, until the man of strange feature came along. The frontier had 
its own peculiar prejudices in that it demanded some kind of 
uniformity of outlook and appearance. Within such wide limits 
the stranger on the frontier easily fraternized with others and 
learned to compete and to co-operate with them. But the man 
of strange feature and color could not, in the nature of the case, 
conform to such requirements. The democratic code broke at the 
color line. Men who ardently believed in liberty became the 
masters of slaves. 

In a feudal and military order assumptions of superiority and 
inferiority appear not to require elaborate ideological justifica- 
tions. Concerning the virtual enslavement of native “kanaka” 
labor on the plantations of New Guinea by the Germans prior 
to World War I, Stephen W. Reed notes the absence among the 
Germans of assertions about high moral purpose on the one hand 
and justifications of exploitation on the other. Apparently the 
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Germans felt no need to rationalize the subordination of native 
labor in racial terms. In the South it became an article of faith 
to be proclaimed at every opportunity that the Negro was a racial 
inferior, but in German New Guinea such a profession about the 
natives would have sounded like an assent to the alphabet. Reed 
goes on to say that the white and democratic Australians who 
took over the plantations from the Germans in World War I, and 
who recruited and controlled labor in much the same manner, 
could not be indifferent to the contradictions in their own culture 
and behavior. They came to rationalize their relations with the 
natives in terms of race.® 

A parallel with developments in the American South would 
seem to be obvious. The suggestion is strong that the Negro was 
established here as a separate race, not in spite of our democracy, 
but actually because of it. If democratic values for whites were 
to be retained it seemed necessary to introduce another compo- 
nent, that of race. If the white Southerner was to subordinate the 
Negro in slavery and at the same time maintain his democratic 
and Christian dogmas, it was necessary to deny the Negro the 
attributes of a human being. The idea of race thus permitted 
whites to affirm their belief in the freedom and equality of all 
men, even as they excluded Negroes from the scope of that 
belief, by persuading whites that Negroes were not really people. 
At the same time the idea of race induced in many Negroes an 
acceptance of his own and his race’s inferiority. It is perhaps 
because Negroes in America have been excluded from the circle 
of conventional white Christian values and democratic rights 
that they have become among the most uncompromising sup- 
porters of these values and rights. They cannot demand these 
values and rights for themselves without demanding them for all. 
In a larger sense it appears to be true that the struggle of the 
lower classes generally to rise is the source of the theory of de- 
mocracy. The men who are struggling to rise are the men who 
define and maintain it. 


VI 


It has been suggested that the intense democracy of the South- 
ern frontier broke at the color line. We need now to examine 
some further aspects of the role of color and other physical mark- 
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ings in connection with social change and with the processes of 
acculturation which resulted in the making of Americans and the 
distinctions which they created among themselves. It seems rea- 
sonable to argue that it was the black man from Africa who 
became the original American. Certainly the tribal Indian who 
met the white settlers at the boat was not an American either 
in his own eyes or in the eyes of the newcomers. He was not even 
an Indian in his own view of himself. He was a tribesman bearing 
the name of a tribe, the only name for himself and for his fellows 
he knew. Only much later did he accept the white man’s view 
of himself as an Indian, and this was when he identified with 
other tribesmen in a common opposition to the whites who were 
taking over the country. Much more time was to pass before he 
left the reservation, became detribalized, and came to regard 
himself as an American citizen. But for the most part he and his 
fellows continued to be regarded as native aliens. 

The cultures of the white colonists from Europe, and especially 
England, underwent change as they adapted to a new environ- 
ment and to a new social order, but the language they spoke, the 
religion they professed, the spirit of the laws and constitutions 
they adopted, the marriage, family, and kinship system they took 
for granted—all these features of their cultures they transplanted 
with little significant change from their European homelands. 
They infused a new spirit into their culture and institutions, to 
be sure, but the newness was largely a matter of degree. 

The man almost totally transformed in the American environ- 
ment, the man to whom the transplanted European culture and 
institutions were completely new, was the black man brought to 
these shores from Africa. Some authorities say he came almost 
culturally naked, but whether this is true or not it is certain that, 
as compared with those who came from Europe, the African 
cultural heritage was relatively small. In America he became a 
new man to a far greater extent than the white man.* He was 
a tribesman in Africa, but he did not remain for long a tribesman 
in America. Many if not most of the Negroes originally brought 
to the West Indies and to America were tribally designated and 
sold as such, but practically all tribal distinctions were lost in the 
second generation. As a slave on the plantations of the South he 
rapidly, even if imperfectly, took over a European language as 
a lingua franca not merely to understand the commands of his 
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master, but even more importantly to understand his fellow 
blacks who came from linguistic backgrounds in Africa different 
from his own. In later generations this European language be- 
came a lingua madre as children were born into such slave family 
life as existed. Uprooted from an old way of life and thrown into 
the company of other detribalized strangers, he became a mem- 
ber of a new and greater tribe as represented by the Christian 
church. 

The Negro was introduced into Virginia in 1619 before any 
white settlers had arrived in New England, before the Dutch 
came to New Amsterdam, the Germans to Pennsylvania, the 
Scotch-Irish to the back country of the Carolinas, the Swedes to 
New Jersey, or the French Huguenots to Charleston. From 1619 
until the very eve of the Civil War he was brought to this country 
by the thousands, antedating most of the Irish and the Scotch, 
and all the Italians, the Norwegians, and the Poles. Today the 
Negro is an Old American, and many of his race could qualify 
for membership in the Colonial Dames or the Sons and Daugh- 
ters of the American Revolution if only the records had been 
kept and the rules of these organizations allowed it. 

In Africa he was never a Negro and he is not there a Negro 
today. Modern American newspapers and magazines now re- 
porting the activities of the “Negroes” of Africa use this word in 
order to make the news intelligible in terms of our vocabulary, 
but the word as it pertains to Africans is entirely misleading. In 
Africa the black man still is a tribesman, albeit a tribesman in the 
process of becoming a Ghanian, a Nigerian, or some other kind 
of nationalist. Only in America is the black man a Negro, and he 
became so by reason of peculiarly American conditions and ex- 
periences. In America vis-a-vis the whites practically all persons 
with a black ancestor came to think of themselves as Negroes and 
were in turn regarded by whites as Negroes. But the American 
culture, which he so thoroughly acquired and which he has ex- 
panded perhaps more than any other single ethnic in our popula- 
tion, is the most distinctive thing about him. The statement by 
George Burton Adams is not overly exaggerated: “With most 
marvelous certainty, when we consider the conditions, the negro 
in the South could be trusted to perpetuate our political ideas 
and institutions, if our republic fell, as surely as the Gaul did his 
adopted institutions.” > Kelly Miller, one of the most perceptive 


The South and the Second Emancipation 293 


of Negro spokesmen of an earlier generation, said that one of the 
greatest injustices suffered by the black man in America was that 
he was not permitted to be patriotic, not permitted to feel at 
home in the only country and culture he knew. Up to now noth- 
ing has perhaps been more difficult than to interest him in tribal 
Africa. 


Vil 


As cultural differences between Europeans and Negroes in the 
colonies receded, alleged racial differences advanced. Both race 
and counter-race would appear to be incidents of acculturation 
and assimilation. There is no marked emphasis upon race when 
ethnics are culturally recognizably different; the idea seems to 
come to the fore when members of the lower-status community 
begin to acquire the manners, the tastes, the costume, the 
speech, and the religion of the upper-status community. In his 
study of relations between the Spanish-speaking Ladinos and the 
Indian language-speaking groups of Guatemala, John Gillin has 
called attention to a separating status line almost as great as 
anything we know in the South between whites and Negroes.® 
In this situation, however, there has been no need to resort to 
racial ideas since individuals are readily identified as Ladino or 
Indian on the basis of speech, dress, and other cultural criteria. 

The situation in the South developed very differently. As accul- 
turation progressively stripped away cultural differences there 
was practically nothing of distinctiveness left to the Negroes but 
a black skin, a flat nose, large lips, and woolly hair. There was 
danger of Negro absorption into the European community and 
consequently of a breakdown of the exclusiveness of this commu- 
nity. It was expedient to seize upon those differences which ac- 
culturation could not erase, differences fixed in an inherited 
physical form, and to make the most of them. Making the most 
of them led to the assertion of race. Skin color, in particular, was 
to become a significant symbol of status difference. It was easy 
to impute to individuals of different color moral and social char- 
acteristics such as laziness, improvidence, immorality, stupidity, 
doglike fidelity, and criminal tendency. These alleged behavioral 
characteristics also were believed to be biologically inherited, 
and what is in the biological nature of a people is there to stay, 
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the business of God alone since He put it there. Such ideas in the 
past have given us “the eternal feminine” and “the Jewish char- 
acter,” as well as “the black soul.” Many of us may regret these 
ideas, and we may have enormous sympathy for such people 
because of the handicaps with which they must live. There ap- 
peared to be nothing, however, that anyone could do about it. 
From such ideas come the themes of human tragedy, of the 
struggle of man, not against other men but against fate, and, of 
course, fate is bound to win. 

It is most comforting for the man of high station to feel that 
his lot in life is in accord with the will of God. It is agreeable to 
believe that some immutable principle sustains the status quo 
unless, of course, one happens to be near the bottom of the order. 
Ordinarily, the man of high station will agree with Aristotle, who, 
considering the matter from the point of view of an Athenian 
aristocrat, laid it down that changes in an established order 
should be as few and as slight as possible. Conservatives in gen- 
eral tend to deprecate change since it impugns the security of 
that to which they have given their allegiance and which guards 
their status. Liberals in general are at least more charitable to- 
ward change, especially when they are members of a class that 
is dissatisfied and motivated to remove barriers that obstruct 
their interests. In various situations the issues may be differently 
defined and the opposed parties may be differently labeled, but 
it may well be true that the basic cleavage in every society is the 
one between conservatives and liberals in their varying degrees. 
The racial situation is no different in kind; with reference to 
certain issues it tends to divide conservatives and liberals at the 
color line. Race prejudice, Robert Park remarked, “is merely an 
elementary expression of conservatism.” 

It is not true, of course, that all men instinctively fear and 
oppose change. Most men are always ready to enter into such 
new relationships as appear to them to involve a rise in their 
relative status or to be necessary to maintain existing status. They 
expect thereby to gain by change and they welcome it, especially 
when they are acutely conscious of the gap between their own 
status and that of those immediately above them. The narrower 
the status gap becomes the more sensitive are men to the differ- 
ences that remain. The gains American Negroes have recently 
made can be expected to promote more, not less, dissatisfaction 
on their part. 
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Other men are just as quick to reject new relationships that 
appear to involve a loss of status. When circumstances force them 
lower on the scale in any way they are deeply hurt in the most 
sensitive aspect of their lives, their conception of themselves. 
They try desperately to hang on to the self-image they enjoyed 
at the highest point of the history of their class. They will re- 
spond, as white Southerners for some time have been doing, by 
an overemphasis upon the past, an orientation that tends to close 
the channels of interracial communication at just the times and 
points where communication is most needed. Incidentally, it 
would appear that in our more systematic investigations we have 
paid considerably more attention to the status-advancing aspira- 
tions of groups suffering from an oppression psychosis than to the 
consequences for personality and social organization of individu- 
als and groups declining in status. (The opposite assertion might 
be made of themes popular among Southern novelists and play- 
wrights.) Yet it may be just this fact that, in our day, is converting 
the race problem in the South from a Negro into a white prob- 
lem. One is, to be sure, born a “white” man, but one has to wage 
continuous battle to remain a white man. When the Southern 
white loses some part of the social estate which his white skin 
has in the past automatically given him, he at the same time loses 
some part of his identity. He ceases by so much to know exactly 
who he is, and it is not at all surprising that he does not willingly 
surrender himself in the partial loss of his sense of self. Most of 
us today, white and black alike, might well consider that no effort 
in behalf of the black man that is not matched by a real sympathy 
for, and understanding of, the white man can really be socially 
constructive. 


VIIl 


There is no true interracial society until and unless the idea 
of race enters the social structure and becomes a part of the 
society’s “way of life” or “civilization,” or “pietas.”’ The idea may 
be of only local or provincial application but its adherents regard 
it as a universal. Always it appears to be the disposition of those 
who oppose change to appeal to something beyond experience, 
since experience is ever in a state of flux, in order to find stability 
and peace. The concept of God, “the rock of ages,” has often 


been adopted as the solution to this problem, but lesser principles 
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also have been found useful. It was not by accident that it was 
the aristocratic philosopher Plato who discovered the perfect 
and unchanging concept of the concept and who rooted concepts 
in the original nature of man. The principle of the divine right 
of kings supported the view of absolute and eternal monarchy 
until the execution of Charles I showed that circumstances could 
both make and unmake kings. God made the climate what it is, 
and climate requires the labor of people especially qualified for 
work on tropical plantations while other men not so qualified can 
repose on their verandas. We recognize, as firm and fixed, the 
ground beneath our feet—until there is an earthquake. 

The very human need for some principle of certainty in a 
world of flux has led to an unending search for some sort of 
spiritual or cultural anchor without which we cannot hold on to 
what we have and to what we are or think we are. We have to 
understand our deep emotional investment in race in this con- 
text. It is one of the ideas thrown up in the more recent history 
of mankind and passed along from generation to generation be- 
cause it has worked, and worked more or less satisfactorily until 
now, to stabilize the social hierarchies of whole social orders. 
When we look under the heading “race” in the Oxford Diction- 
ary, we notice quite a large number of meanings historically 
associated with this word. Should we reflect upon these various 
meanings and uses of the word with the hope of uncovering some 
common denominator, we would in all likelihood conclude that 
each in its own way and with respect to its own reference implies 
the idea of something built in or entrenched, something perma- 
nent and immutable. The English language, and perhaps other 
languages as well, is rich in the variety of words expressing this 
idea, words such as inherent, constitutional, ingrained, inborn, 
intrinsic, incarnate, and many others. The idea of race is like a 
condition that was written into the lease at the time of creation 
governing relations among the men who are allowed to inhabit 
the earth. It came into the South, as in certain other interracial 
societies, to do duty as an absolute, as a symbol more effective 
and lasting than language or religion to insure the continued 
economic, political, and social security of the classes of highest 
status. To be sure, it has to be shared with landless and impecu- 
nious whites, but this was not a complete disadvantage since 
these whites functioned as a buffer class to absorb the shocks of 
race conflict. The poor whites of the South, because they are 


The South and the Second Emancipation 297 


white men, served the cause of the Confederacy in behalf of 
economic interests they did not share. Statements documenting 
the proposition that the idea of race in the South has functioned 
in the manner indicated might be quoted almost without end. 
Let this quotation from the speech of a contemporary Southern 
Senator suffice: “By this bill [FEPC] there is an attempt to change 
something that God made. We did not make it. God made my 
face white and some other face yellow and some other face black. 
I did not do it. Congress cannot change that state of affairs.” 7 


Ix 


A comparison between the roles and experiences of the Negro 
and the immigrant in American life may shed more light upon 
the difference between change in race relations and change and 
race relations. In 1930 Negroes and foreign-born in the United 
States were approximately equal in numbers, but, of course, 
Negroes now far outnumber the foreign-born as these two groups 
are identified and counted in the census. Technically, we all are 
descendants of immigrants, unless we are Indians, but we have 
come to use the word “immigrant” in a special way since the 
American Revolution and particularly since the coming of the 
Irish during and after the 1840’s. Until about 1890 the influx from 
northern and western Europe predominated; after that date the 
tide turned increasingly toward newcomers from southern and 
eastern Europe. It was then that America began to be conscious 
of an “immigrant problem” and of the difficulties of assimilating 
alien peoples to what were deemed to be the values and stand- 
ards of American life. There are a large number of autobiogra- 
phies by immigrants, and even at this late date when the problem 
of the immigrant, if the Puerto Rican be excepted, no longer 
agitates us, these books constitute an instructive body of litera- 
ture that vividly describes the personal and subjective aspects of 
“Americanization.” 

These are not, however, the aspects that concern us here. Nor 
can we detail the many and important differences between the 
experiences of various immigrant groups. Rather, we want to see 
if there is some pattern in the process of change in each immi- 
grant group that may throw some light upon the prospective 
course of the Negro in American civilization. 

Perhaps the first thing to be noticed is that in no case from first 
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to last did the national elites of Europe break home ties and 
depart for America. On the contrary, to take the case of Sweden, 
the aristocracy considered the country to which their laborers 
were migrating to be a “paradise of scoundrels, cheats, and ras- 
cals.” § The recurrent waves of mass immigration consisted, in 
the main, of the poor and the depressed strata of Europe. It 
began when such strata had to be “planted” in early Virginia by 
men of capital who remained in England, and it continued with 
the white indentured servant class for a century or more later. 
Then came Welsh, French Huguenots, Scotch-Irish, Austrians, 
Croats, Czechs, Hungarians, Greeks, Italians, and Jews to fill the 
territorial and economic vacancies at the bottom of American 
society, and thereby to facilitate the rise of the immigrant groups 
which preceded them.? Lord Bryce in The American Common- 
wealth explained the relatively high status of the skilled worker 
in America by the fact that “all unskilled labourers are compara- 
tively recent immigrants.” 

On the whole, the members of each migrating group were 
desperately poor, but perhaps no migrations were ever more 
strongly motivated. Nothing else could account for the willing- 
ness to pull up stakes in a loved homeland, travel across a large 
and dangerous ocean in steerage accommodations, and then en- 
deavor to take root again in a strange land among people of even 
stranger customs. Reporting what he had heard on a ship bring- 
ing a number of elderly Italians to America, a journalist wrote: 


And the word that turned up most frequently in their conversation 
was “America.” In colloquial Italian, “America” has come to mean 
something more than a geographical place. It is, by extension, any 
deposit of hopes, any tabernacle where all things too big, too difficult, 
too far beyond one’s grasp take shape and become true—so true that 
all one needs in order to touch them is a ship that will take one there. 
“America” is, again, something one finds or makes, a stepping stone, 
a rung in the ladder that allows one to climb a little higher—not, of 
course, in the country called America but back home. “America” also 
means the treasure one finds when “America” (the rung in the ladder) 
is steadily under one’s feet. Inevitably, the question that the old people 
asked one another, over and over, was “Is America America?” 1° 


That America was to people such as these Italians a land of 
opportunity is no mere literary expression. In truth it was a land 
of hope and promise, and the immigrants of each wave and each 
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group set out to make the promise come true. They identified 
with the country—their children even more so—and they came 
to say “we Americans” along with other Americans here long 
before them. But in their case it was a “we” of aspiration used 
in the same sense that the first white “Americans” had used the 
expression, as if they were saying “we are the people who are 
helping to build a better land for ourselves and for our children.” 
The reference was to the future. 

But as members of each group moved up the status ladder and 
acquired land, skill, or a place of residence outside the city ghet- 
tos in which they first had settled, as each group differentiated 
middle and upper classes within itself and produced successful 
men, they began to say “we Americans” in a somewhat different 
sense. Looking back at the past and considering the distance they 
had traveled and the degree of success and recognition they had 
won, they were more disposed to say, in effect, “We are the 
people who have made America what it is.” !1 They now were 
concerned to establish societies called the Sons and Daughters 
of Something or Other intended to preserve and to glorify the 
record of these achievements and perhaps to object to the admis- 
sion of any more lower-class immigrants. 

Wave after wave of immigrants were destined to start at the 
very bottom with their eyes upon the hills. Very often they be- 
came the servants or the employees of the preceding group, but 
they were confident that hard work would win for themselves 
and their children an honorable place in the new land. To them 
this ideal conception of a country with a future was America. 

The story of hopeful immigrants and successful self-made men 
of foreign birth or descent leap-frogging over each other was to 
be repeated many times as American history moved on. Both the 
relatively successful who had some status advantage to defend 
and the lowly beginners who hoped to rise had a kind of vested 
interest in preserving the essential social and institutional struc- 
ture of the nation, since outside of it the positions they occupied 
or hoped to occupy would have been meaningless. Thus the 
changes sought by the immigrants posed, in general, no great 
threat to that structure. On the contrary, they supported it. To 
be sure, there did develop among old-line Americans, particu- 
larly in the North, a cult of Anglo-Saxonism provoked by the 
coming of large numbers of Catholics, Jews, and Latins from 
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eastern and southern Europe, a cult which found some common 
ground with the racism of the South, but the chief effect of this 
concern was the final restriction of all immigration after World 
War I. 

From the story of the immigrant we learn something of the 
true meaning of America and of Americanism. We began learn- 
ing it in the social settlements that were established in the slums 
of our great cities of the North and that were intended to help 
solve the immigrant problem by teaching the newcomers the 
ideals of Americanism. These ideals were presumed by the teach- 
ers to have been derived from our history, and so the emphasis 
in this teaching was upon American achievement. But the immi- 
grants did not agree with the assumption that almost everything 
valuable in American life had been handed down from the Teu- 
tons in the German forests, from the English, or from the pio- 
neers on the American frontier. They insisted on the recognition 
of their own cultural contributions. The settlement-house experi- 
ments wound up with the immigrant students teaching the 
teachers that America means aspiration, especially to the immi- 
grants who still lived in slums. These new Americans were not 
interested in looking back over American history, although over 
their shoulders they might hear the men of the past saying, “We 
were concerned to build a great cathedral but we had to leave 
it unfinished. It is for you to build on.” It was an unfinished 
cathedral to which each new group of different culture might 
add a stone. 

From the immigrants we learned this: the real America is 
something more than the America of the Daughters of the 
American Revolution. America is a nation of many histories and 
peoples, with relatively little by way of a common past. For this 
reason in times of national emergency this country cannot effec- 
tively appeal, as can England or France, to a common past in 
order to mobilize its people of many origins. It becomes neces- 
sary to appeal to a common hope, to a common aspiration, to a 
common future. Our literary historians have come to call this 
“the American Dream’’—the conception that the future is ours 
fo. create: 

In our very mobile population the differences between peoples 
upon which economic and symbiotic relations originally were 
based have been continually disappearing as peoples of low es- 
tate have been encouraged and even driven to struggle upward 
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and to bring about occupational successions. While, on the one 
hand, this process has been accelerated by our “100 per cent 
American” policy and ideal, the same process on the other hand 
has supplied motives for the development of doctrines to prevent 
upward occupational movement from happening. As has been 
shown, such doctrines have been most effective in the case of the 
black man, but they also have operated against the Puerto Rican, 
the Mexican, and certain other minorities. The black man had 
not wanted to come to America, and after he came here he had 
no reason for wanting to remain here. He came because he was 
compelled to come, and he remained here without motive or 
purpose of his own. His life here, and the lives of his children, 
served the purpose of someone else. His conception of America 
was neither that of aspiration nor that of achievement. One nei- 
ther looks back upon slavery in terms of achievement nor looks 
forward to sharecropping in terms of aspiration. There were 
exceptions, of course. Even before the Civil War free Negroes, 
many of whom were mulattoes, were establishing themselves as 
a class apart both in the South and in the North. But the black 
masses remained on the plantations of the South where their 
fathers before had lived and worked out their lives. They were 
American Negroes but not Negro Americans. 

During the Civil War Negro slaves were freed by presidential 
proclamation. Their descendants have since learned from bitter 
experience that real emancipation is never achieved by procla- 
mation. In the long run people have to emancipate themselves; 
and white people, too, at least some of them, have learned or are 
learning that freedom is never really handed over to another 
people by the simple device of issuing a proclamation. Real free- 
dom is never within the prerogative of one people to give an- 
other. Members of the master race have at the same time morally 
to emancipate themselves, and it may be that Negroes cannot 
effectively gain their freedom until whites have freed themselves 
from race-bound self-conceptions. It is just now, one hundred 
years after Lincoln’s proclamation, that both Negroes and whites 
in the South, and throughout the nation generally, are at last 
beginning to free themselves in some large and significant way 
from both the slavery and the mastership of the past. This does 
not involve just one more form of racial adjustment; it involves 
nothing less than the threatened penetration of the social struc- 
ture itself. 
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Behavioristically described, freedom is freedom to move and 
to get about. After 1865 the Negro freedmen of the South mani- 
fested their freedom by moving from one plantation to another, 
and from the plantations to the villages, towns, and cities of the 
South and then later to the cities of the North. This greater 
liberty to move about is doubtless what the freedmen meant 
when they spoke of the “looseness” of freedom. But many of 
them moved through the gates of isolated rural plantations only 
to enter the gates of the segregated ghettos of the cities of both 
the South and the North. 

If emancipation involves freedom to move it also involves free- 
dom to appear. As slaves Negroes were hidden away on the 
private estates of the planters and as migrants to the cities they 
were concealed behind the walls of ghetto slums. Slavery consists 
not only in being deprived of freedom to move but also in being 
denied a public and visible existence. The changes we now are 
witnessing describe a process of Negroes rising into public sight 
from their previous obscurity in city ghettoes. They are putting 
in an appearance in the theaters, on the streets, on the highways, 
on the trains and buses, in the voting booths, and in the schools 
and colleges. They are everywhere, in places where before they 
rarely ventured. They are conspicuous, they are out in the public, 
they are being noticed. They are, in short, being emancipated 
a second time. 

We are living in an age of worldwide emancipations. All sorts 
and conditions of people—women, children, teenagers, sectari- 
ans, workers, natives, colonials, peasants—are being eman- 
cipated from real or fancied states of oppression all over the 
world. Again we hear much talk of the “natural” rights of man, 
a kind of talk which tells more about situations of change than 
it does about what natural rights are, but all these people seeking 
more freedom agree on at least one natural and inalienable right 
in common and that is, the right to complain about their lack of 
rights. They are complaining so effectively that the holders of 
traditional status powers are recognizing rights of some sort on 
the part of those surging up from below and demanding them. 

The second emancipation of the Negro, the American phase 
of this world-wide status struggle, is more fundamental and, for 
the future, far more important than the first one. Its present 
manifestations—such as freedom rides, restaurant picketing, 
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school and university desegregation, and other events which 
command the headlines—may be mere surface manifestations of 
a more profound change taking place in the ethos of the Negro 
and an earnest of changes taking place or about to take place in 
the basic structure of Southern society. The first emancipation 
gave Negroes freedom to move around and to choose their own 
employers, but it widened racial distances and made Southern 
institutions much more racially exclusive. Legal slavery disap- 
peared with the first emancipation, but the idea of race, which 
in part originated as a rationalization of slavery, became an end- 
value in itself and went even deeper into the structure of South- 
ern society than before. 

A social order based upon slavery or race will, of course, be 
especially sensitive to behavior and language which touches 
these nerves and which consequently will be deemed subversive. 
The Japanese have a term, kiken shiso, which is translated as 
“dangerous thought.” In old Japan a man might be thrown into 
prison if suspected of dangerous thought or if he merely had read 
an outlawed book or had a knowing smile on his face. Danger- 
ous thoughts are thoughts regarded as dangerous to entertain 
even for a moment. They threaten, not just political authority 
or economic interests, but the fundamental social order itself. 
Since the Civil War dangerous thought in the South has turned, 
more than upon anything else, upon the issue of race. In 1903 
Professor John A. Bassett, Professor of History at Trinity College, 
now Duke University, gave it as his opinion that Robert E. Lee 
and Booker T. Washington were the two greatest men produced 
in the South in a hundred years. To outsiders it seemed a harm- 
less enough remark but to Southerners the linking of the name 
of Lee with the name of a Negro was an expression of dangerous 
thought, a sacrilege, and there were widespread demands for 
Bassett’s expulsion from the state. Against this background it is 
easily understandable why the Supreme Court school desegrega- 
tion decision opened to public view ideas long defined in the 
South as dangerous and subversive. It is understandable why 
Americans and especially Southerners who entertain dangerous 
thought about such things as racial equality should so often be 
regarded by other Southerners as Communists.!* One step short 
of this is the disposition of Southern newspapers to label such 
people as “sociologists” and to refer to the 1954 decision of the 
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Supreme Court as a “sociological” decision. Since the social 
sciences raise for objective consideration questions which people 
ordinarily feel are already settled in the mores, much of the 
thought of social science in all its branches presents itself to the 
people as at least near-dangerous thought. 


X 


Yet no matter how deep into the social structure the idea of 
race might penetrate, the South was not permitted to become 
a separate nation completely free to control its domestic affairs 
and keep out all dangerous thought. The presence of the North 
made it impossible for relations between the races to avoid criti- 
cal evaluation from some source, even from within the South 
itself. Impersonal forces of change, in addition, brought such 
pressures upon Southern society as to force something to give. 
Reaction to change brought the idea of race into existence as part 
of the Southern “way of life” in the first place; reaction to change 
is dramatically altering that way of life and the idea of race 
implicit in it today. These modern changes include the collapse 
of an obsolete cotton culture, geographic shifts in agriculture, the 
mechanization of agriculture, the movement away from share- 
cropping and the trend toward wage labor in agricultural enter- 
prises, the development of competing areas in other parts of the 
world, overpopulation, urbanization, industrialization, the mi- 
gration of both white and Negroes northward and westward, the 
foreign policy requirements of the State Department, the cold 
war with the Soviet Union, and many other developments. All 
these cannot be discussed in detail, but attention may be directed 
to a few of the more significant domestic changes now in process. 

There now are more Negroes living outside the South than in 
it. The South, however, remains that part of the United States 
where rural Negroes are distributed; Northern and Western 
Negroes are concentrated in the large cities. The old adage that 
“city air makes free” continues to operate in behalf of Negroes 
in Northern and Southern urban areas as it has done historically 
in behalf of other disadvantaged groups. In the cities, especially 
in the North and West, Negroes have taken their place alongside 
the foreign-born whites and their children as a sort of belated 
immigrant group. The descendants of old-line black Americans 
have taken up where the white immigrants left off in 1924. In the 
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manner of the newly arrived European immigrants, the contem- 
porary Negro is saying “we Americans” in the same spirit of 
aspiration and with the same orientation toward the future. 
Largely because of the Negro, America continues to be what the 
steerage immigrants first taught us it was, an unfinished cathe- 
dral. The Negroes of our time intend to add more than one stone 
to the building. 

There may, however, be an important difference between the 
aspiring white immigrant American and the aspiring Negro im- 
migrant American. The former was drawn from a traditional 
European peasantry which declined to continue as such in 
America and which produced a pride of achievement when it 
developed middle and upper classes. Among Negroes, on the 
other hand, the “we” of aspiration appears first in the middle and 
upper classes and especially in the lower middle class, the class 
just one notch ahead of the ambitionless lower class. These 
Negroes are the ones who feel most acutely the need to affirm 
a distinction and some sense of equality with whites. They are 
the yeast of Negro society determined to move into a preferred 
position. Race makes the difference, and in America advance in 
class status does not erase it. So long as there is a color line there 
is still much that Negroes have to aspire to, satisfactions that the 
children of white immigrants have long since achieved. 

Until the relatively recent past there was little by way of a 
Negro middle class in America. Some semblance of such a class 
made its appearance before the Civil War and the first emancipa- 
tion added a few small landowners in the rural areas and a few 
small merchants and artisans in the villages and towns of the 
South. It was the ghettos of the large cities of the South and even 
more those of the North that made possible a rapid and extensive 
enlargement of this class, especially after about 1890. The state- 
ment that there is a large and growing Negro middle class in 
America will hardly be challenged by any competent student, 
but perhaps many whites, especially in the South, would be as- 
tonished to learn that all Negroes are not lower class by nature. 
A black middle class appears to be rising in parts of Africa; there 
are blacks in Brazil, but perhaps no middle class as such, since 
race and class are practically identical ideas there; and over most 
of the West Indies what would be a Negro middle class in 
America has become a separate “colored” group no longer lo- 
cally identified as Negro. Certainly the development of a substan- 
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tial Negro middle class differentiates the black population of 
America from Negroid populations in other parts of the world, 
and constitutes a critical factor in changes in race relations here. 
A Negro middle class has been taking form, almost entirely out- 
side the awareness of whites, in segregated urban ghettoes. In- 
deed, it might be said that middle-class Negroes generally are 
those who have least contact with whites and who, consequently, 
are the most segregated. No matter how much modern Negro 
leaders may inveigh against these segregated areas, it is reasona- 
ble to suppose that in them were incubated and protected 
the occupations and institutions that trained large numbers of 
Negroes in middle-class skills and values. 

The Negro middle class formed in urban black belts is now in 
the process of trying to break out of these areas by bidding for 
the respect and deference of the surrounding white world. With 
each success the Negro middle class becomes stronger. Every 
middle class anywhere seems to arise, where there was not one 
before, when a segment of the depressed population begins to 
refuse to play the role assigned to it by the traditional status 
system. When, inevitably, they meet resistance from sources in 
the traditional order, they are led to define the barriers as “dis- 
crimination.” In the course of such encounters between those 
who would maintain or expand traditional status barriers and 
those who would set them aside and substitute other status stand- 
ards, a middle class is born. The process is similar in the evolution 
of middle classes generally. In England, for example, as R. H. 
Grotton describes it, merchants and professionals pushing their 
way upward constituted themselves into a class between the 
aristocratic stratum on the one hand and the stratum of menial 
workers on the other. They encountered resistance from below 
as well as from above.‘ 

In America the process of Negro middle-class formation has 
resulted in some degree of change in the conception, in both 
Negro and white society, of who a Negro is. Increasing awareness 
of the existence of a Negro middle class seems to have confused 
the lines of traditional racial identification just as the appearance 
of the mixed-blood, the mulatto, did in colonial America. The 
traditional dominant white race tries to strengthen the laws and 
customs against the upstarts but the latter counter by disciplining 
themselves in new rules of behavior appropriate to their new 
conception of themselves. A consequence of such discipline is the 
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development of traits and attitudes that are thought to character- 
ize people of middle-class standing anywhere, that is, an empha- 
sis on virtue, respectability, and individual worth, and an intense 
effort to instill such values into the ambitions of their children. 
Observers have often noted a kind of puritanism among middle- 
class Negroes and a concern for precision in speech. It appears 
as overprecision to white observers; Will Rogers once remarked 
of Negroes at Tuskegee Institute that they spoke such good Eng- 
lish he could hardly understand them. 

Incidental to urbanization and the emergence of an aspiring 
Negro middle class have come formal organizations designed to 
clarify objectives, to mobilize effort among Negroes and their 
white sympathizers, and to develop plans for action, e.g., the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. 
They are countered by organizations like the White Citizens 
Councils. The first emancipation in the last century was the result 
of efforts on behalf of an enslaved people by organizations 
formed and led by whites in the North. The second emancipation 
in this century is the goal of organizations spearheaded by 
Negroes themselves. They have launched into the general com- 
plex society of America a series of organizations that interact 
with other organizations—industrial, labor, religious, political, 
regional, and social—in ways that have produced interlockings, 
conflicts, compromises, and accommodations that have measura- 
bly transformed the racial struggle into a more impersonal and 
indirect affair. The shift away from the study of race relations in 
direct and personal terms to their study in terms of mass organi- 
zational interaction is registered in the writings of such students 
as Herbert Blumer, Joseph Lohman, and Dietrich Reitzes. The 
course of future study of change and race relations in the United 
States is likely to proceed further in this direction, and from it 
we may expect to get a more realistic understanding of the racial 
shape of things to come. 


XI 


But despite the obvious impact of these powerful new forces 
on race relations, there remains the question of how deeply into 
the fundamental structure of Southern society they can and will 
go. Few white Southerners of intelligence, good will, and moder- 
ation will deny that the problems presented the South by the 
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status advance of the Negro count as practically nothing com- 
pared with the problems that would be presented by his failure 
to advance both in status and in material culture. They are in- 
clined to put their faith in education and in gradual economic 
advance. These programs can shift the color line somewhat 
nearer the democratic ideal without, however, erasing that line. 
The structural foundations of the color line may undergo com- 
paratively little change. When we consider the question of struc- 
tural change in other societies in the long perspective of history 
it would appear that gradual educational and cultural changes 
have had relatively little to do with it. The major transformations 
of historical societies have had their setting in periods of intense 
collective excitement, such as war, revolution, and migration. It 
may be that societies are more often and more fundamentally 
changed by mass action than by individual action. We may now 
be involved in a sort of slow-burning racial revolution in 
America, but unless the movement reaches a stage of more vio- 
lent upheaval than we anticipate, it is likely that the idea of race 
and the deeper social structure that supports it will be with us 
for a very long time to come. Few white Americans are prepared 
to act, and to train their children to act, as if no such structure 
existed. 

The Negro will continue to be, as he has always been, a symbol 
of change. We can expect him consciously to become more and 
more a protagonist of change. We will do well to support the 
conviction he inherited from the steerage immigrants that 
America stands for the future, and all of us can join him in help- 
ing the South take a more positive hand in the making of its own 
future as a part of America, a future of democracy and good will 
as well as of material progress. 

There is in the conduct of race relations in the South much to 
repent, but there is no point in a people repenting its virtues as 
well as its sins. And certainly there is no point in repenting that 
which was brought about by the impersonal forces of the past. 
Whites can and should repent when they use their position of 
racial ascendency for unworthy purposes, or fail to use it for 
worthy ones. Insofar as they can, by taking thought, they should 
deliberately enter into and help to guide toward worthy ends and 
the changes that the future will have in store for us. 


el6e 


The South in Old and New Contexts 


In this age of global thinking it is important that we try to under- 
stand our corner of the world, the South, in a frame much larger 
than we are accustomed to employ. It is no longer sufficient to 
study the South in terms of its own unique history; that way 
arouses sentiment but yields very little knowledge. Nor is it sufh- 
cient to study it within the context of the United States only. The 
South is part of a world organization which is not exactly a ma- 
chine but which runs and shakes like a machine, and the South 
is being shaken along with the rest of it. The units now in compe- 
tition are entire regions and continents as well as local corpora- 
tions and populations, and the laws and administrative regula- 
tions of the state are obstacles, such as mountains and seas once 
were, that are being crossed in the widening competition for 
goods and markets. The very competitions and conflicts between 
the peoples of the world have, in a sense, as Hans Kohn has 
pointed out,! given an impetus to the unification of mankind, so 
that for the first time we live in a world community and a great 
society which are coextensive with the inhabited globe. The 
South is a differentiated part of this demographic, economic, 
political, and moral order that extends far beyond the immediate 
area within which its own historic values and ideals are held and 
shared. 

The South is a unit of territory and humanity which can be 
viewed as a sociological unit or object, and to look at it as such 
is probably what we mean by being objective. It is an object 
because we point to it and talk about it as such. To be sure, it 


SOURCE In John C. McKinney and Edgar T. Thompson (eds.), The South in 
Continuity and Change, Duke University Press, 1965, pp. 451-80. 


310 Plantation Societies, Race Relations, and the South 


is an object not always easy to bound. The problem of identifying 
and separating it from other territorial areas or objects poses 
serious questions when it comes to making definite statements 
and to comparing statements different students and data-collect- 
ing agencies make about it. We sorely need some agreed-upon 
conception if only so that all can be sure they are talking about 
the same thing. As readers will note, no such consensus has been 
established among the score of contributors to this book. There 
is the further complication that the South as an object is, like 
every object, a somewhat different thing when placed in differ- 
ent relational and historical contexts. It is the purpose of this 
chapter to suggest what the thing we call the South has been and 
is in the various contexts in which it has existed. It is hoped that 
from this perspective the various chapters in this book, each the 
work of different authors, will find a place in a frame which may 
help integrate them into a more systematic whole. 


I 


The South is first of all a physical habitat which sustains a popula- 
tion. For all practical purposes the geography of the world as 
men have known it through historical time has been its most 
immutable element. Throughout this time the South is geograph- 
ically where it has always been and physically what it has always 
been. There has always been an Appalachian-Ozark core bor- 
dered by piedmont areas to the east, south, and west. Beyond this 
the clay soils gave way, as they do now, to loamish and sandy soils 
to the very edge of the Atlantic Ocean, the Gulf of Mexico, and 
the Mississippi River. The present fairly heavy rainfall, the rela- 
tively mild winters, and the long growing season were facts about 
the geography and climate of the South long before the first 
Europeans ever saw this country. The same rivers, then as now, 
ran down from the same mountains to the same seas. The distri- 
bution of the South’s mineral, land, climatic, and other resources 
will remain constant but, of course, the nature and extent of the 
exploitation of these resources are subject to change. 

All the changes—past, present, and future—discussed in this 
book, and many not discussed, have taken place and will take 
place against the background of the physical geography of the 
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South. Geography separated this area by large water bodies from 
Europe and South America. Geography attached it to the south- 
eastern part of the North American continent, but geography 
failed to separate it by any effective natural barrier from areas 
to the north and west of it. In the opinion of many southerners 
this was a mistake on the part of the Creator. Geography does 
not favor secession. 

Because geography does not argue, because it simply is, be- 
cause it presents us with that which stays, it is necessary for 
people either to move away or come to terms with it. When he 
was Director of the Tennessee Valley Authority, David Lillien- 
thal said of the Tennessee River, “A river has no politics.”’ Per- 
haps most, if not all, so-called national and regional historical 
policies, such as the Monroe Doctrine of the United States, Rus- 
sia’s persistent effort to get to the sea, and the southern and South 
African determination to maintain white supremacy, have con- 
tinued in one form or another under the vicissitudes of even 
opposing régimes and ideologies because many successive gener- 
ations have to make substantially the same adjustment to the 
permanent elements of the physical environment. There have 
been, to be sure, many and important changes in southern so- 
ciety from colonial days to the present, but the changes are not 
beyond recognition. The abiding earth is the most elementary 
principle of certainty and social continuity. 

In geographic nature there is, of course, no North, South, East, 
or West. In their various cultures, men themselves structure 
space in terms of their experiences with nature and in terms of 
their relations with neighboring people of other cultures. They 
do so because some principle of spatial orientation is clearly 
needed if people are to know where they are in the world and 
in which direction they are moving. 

South, of course, is a point on the compass—a direction. In the 
most abstract and therefore the most universal cultural formula- 
tion imposed upon the dimensions of the world, the world of the 
compass, the cardinal directions exhibit two polar antitheses 
—east-west and north-south. The contrast between the lands of 
the rising sun and the evening lands, between Orient and Occi- 
dent, have in the past suggested such cultural dichotomies as 
family and market place, tradition and progress, sacred and secu- 
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lar, immobility and mobility, continuity and change, and old 
countries and frontiers. The movement from east to west histori- 
cally has symbolized a graduated change from a higher to a lower 
degree of cultural development. 

In the northern hemisphere, the hemisphere of world history, 
the contrasts between the lands of the north and the lands of the 
south have in the past suggested such contrasting ideas as cold 
climates and hot climates, cold-blooded and hot-blooded peoples, 
peoples of active energy and peoples of passive leisure, commer- 
cial-industrial economies and agricultural economies, and urban 
societies and rural societies. The movement from north to south 
or from south to north historically has symbolized contacts be- 
tween one people and another so abrupt that they tend to be 
thought of as peoples of different stock or race. It is significant 
that the various climatic theories of society, from Aristotle to 
Huntington, are closely associated with the various racial theo- 
ries of society. Along with race, climate has long been used to 
“explain” the South. In principle the North-South contrast is 
mainly geographic, but in reality it is in good part charged with 
ideas deeply held in the beliefs of the peoples concerned. Ameri- 
cans will recognize them as a mixture of fact and lore long ac- 
cepted by the people of this country as they contemplate the 
differences between northerners and southerners,” but actually 
they tend to obtain over the whole of the northern hemisphere. 
In the southern hemisphere the north-south conceptualizations 
tend to be reversed. 

South also is a place, and as such becomes “the South.” To be 
south is necessarily to be south of something which is, of course, 
north or “the North.” The south is often the more southernly part 
of an area bearing the same name such as South Dakota, South 
Carolina, South Africa, or South America. The assumption here 
has to do with an area thought to be sufficiently homogeneous 
geographically or historically to warrant a common name, but 
also sufficiently different to require separate designations. Eng- 
land has its north and south and so has France, Germany, Italy, 
India, and probably every other country. Perhaps because of the 
large size of the United States and the intensity and scale of the 
conflict between its two major historic areas eventuating in 
bloody war, the southern part of this country became known as 
“the South” in a special sort of way. To southerners themselves 
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it is “South for sure,” and no funny business such as “Southeast” 
or “Southwest” will do; it must be the South, the sunny South, 
the magnolia South, or nothing. 


II 


If, for all practical purposes, the South has always been located 
between the same latitudes and longitudes, a location which 
gives a certain indigenous and persistent quality to its society, 
it also has been subject, as every other area on earth has been 
subject, to periodic shifts in its position in the world community. 
Every area occupies a space complementary to every other area, 
and these complementary relations, or positions, are constantly 
changing. The world is shrinking, we are accustomed to saying, 
but a much more important fact is that it does not shrink evenly, 
and new alignments between its parts followed by new stresses 
and strains between them are continually developing. New 
routes of trade, new sources of raw materials, new modes of 
co-operation, and new political adjustments and compromises 
have to be worked out. This uneven shrinkage of the world is 
brought about principally by advances in the time and cost of 
transportation and communication. 

It may be suggested that the area we now call “the South” was 
originally not south at all. It was north although it never became 
“the North.” This area was originally differentiated as part of an 
economic region in an expanding world of commerce and pro- 
duction for commerce after the sixteenth century. Relatively 
cheap water transportation transformed the Atlantic Ocean into 
an inland sea, no larger than the Mediterranean once was, and 
gave the warmer lands in and surrounding the Caribbean and 
Gulf of Mexico territorial divisions of labor in the larger commu- 
nity of Western civilization as producers of agricultural staples 
for the markets of Europe. “The South,” with outlets along the 
Atlantic coast and later the Gulf of Mexico,? became the northern 
part of a Caribbean-Gulf economic region which over the period 
from colonial days until now has included eastern Mexico, Middle 
America, northern and northeastern South America, and the is- 
lands of the West Indies.* 

The cultivation of tobacco in this northern subregion was the 
first settled and specialized industry of any kind in mainland 
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America, and for decades the South’s cotton was the most impor- 
tant American product—measured both in terms of the number 
of people engaged in its production and in the value of the ex- 
port. Until well into the present century, cotton was relied on 
to settle our balance of foreign trade and to conserve the gold 
of our domestic commerce. The dependent positions of the 
southern areas specializing in these and other staples provided 
an American market which contributed most significantly to call- 
ing into existence supporting industries and areas in other parts 
of the nation such as the wheat belt, the corn belt, and the cattle 
and meat belts. New England was culturally dependent upon 
Old England, but economically its manufacturing and shipping 
were dependent upon the southern market. From this point of 
view a good case might be made for the argument that southern 
commercial agriculture has been the central fact in the economic 
history of the United States. 

The northern subregion of the Caribbean-Gulf plantation re- 
gion also was an important influence in the economic history of 
Western civilization. The contrast between English settlements 
in this subregion and northern settlements seems to have been 
apparent somewhat earlier in England than in the settlements 
themselves. In England the northern settlements often were re- 
ferred to as “our northern colonies,” whereas the southern settle- 
ments were more frequently referred to as “our southern planta- 
tions.” The agricultural economies of the southern plantations 
supplemented and complemented the economy of England, 
which therefore favored them against the more competitive 
economies of the northern colonies. It was in England, perhaps, 
that the distinction between the American North and the Ameri- 
can South was initially made. But not for long.® 

On the international scene it was cotton, the plantation staple 
which required much more extensive processing after produc- 
tion than rice, indigo, or tobacco, that did most to transcend 
colo~ies and states and knit almost the entire area into a single 
economic system. Its development and extension would have 
been entirely impossible without the parallel development of 
processing machinery which could not take place in the areas of 
production but which did take place in England. In England, 
cotton imports from the American South, pressing against exist- 
ing technology, led to a series of inventions in the textile industry 
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and to those far-reaching changes in English economy and so- 
ciety which we since have called the Industrial Revolution. The 
American answer to each invention in England which increased 
the demand for cotton was, save in the case of the cotton gin, 
an expansion of the cotton-growing area toward the southwest- 
ern frontier.° The expansion reached around the northern rim 
of the Gulf of Mexico and by the time of the Civil War included 
eastern Texas. We may speculate that without the South’s cotton 
there would have been no Industrial Revolution and without the 
Industrial Revolution there would have been no South. The 
heartland of the South became that great extent of cotton-export- 
ing territory in southern and southwestern North America 
scooped out as by a great bulldozer based and energized in Eng- 
land. 

The plantation could expand no farther nor faster into the 
southwest than the necessity for maintaining market connections 
allowed. The area over which cotton could be grown in terms 
of soil and climate was larger than the area over which cotton 
had to be grown in terms of market and profits. Since no com- 
modity enters the world market except by way of the oceans, and 
since the plantation is everywhere an institution which produces 
for distant markets, plantation societies of the world, the South 
among them, are characteristically grouped around the water’s 
edge. Without the Gulf of Mexico the area now included in the 
Southwest would have been even more landlocked than the Old 
Northwest originally was and might very well have had a climate 
and a terrain much like that of New Mexico and Arizona today. 


Ill 


What kind of civilization is and has been southern civilization? 
Is the model manorial Europe, Old Testament Hebrew, the clas- 
sic Greek state, or what? All these and other models have been 
employed, but the civilization of the South really has to be under- 
stood in terms of an institution that came most significantly upon 
the world after the sixteenth century, the plantation. The planta- 
tion has been the molecular unit, the very quintessence, of the 
South and of southernism. In a sense the plantation is the South 
writ small and the South is the plantation writ large. It has given 
this society its fundamental principle of order and of continuity, 
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and in it generations of southerners have found their identity. 
If now there are vital changes taking place in this society as it 
moves further and faster into the United States and the world, 
it is in large part because the plantation is being mechanized, 
consolidated into other types of enterprise, broken down into 
small farms, converted into a dude and hunting estate, aban- 
doned, or otherwise disappearing. But whatever new order of 
social life may be in process of replacing it we shall not be able 
to escape entirely its heritage. Whether we conform to this heri- 
tage or revolt against it, the plantation norm will continue to 
glorify or to stain the culture and the attitudes of the South’s 
people. If it is not with a dead ante-bellum institution that we 
have to deal but with a living tradition, then its nature and devel- 
opment deserve a closer look. 

The outcome of economic succession and population invasion 
which appear to follow shifts in the ecological position of areas, 
but which tend to be concealed in great masses of historical 
detail, is everywhere about the same. People of different race 
and culture find themselves occupying the same territory. In the 
absence of a self-distributing labor market in the South, and in 
a situation where there was more land than labor to till it, entre- 
preneurs turned planters could secure, hold, and move labor only 
by means of slavery, and the slavery was fastened upon the highly 
visible blacks who were imported cheaply from Africa and who 
were not motivated in the economic traditions of Western 
Europe. In addition to its industrial function the plantation arose 
in this area as a means of accommodating peoples of different 
race and culture to each other. Without it, two such different 
peoples as European whites and African blacks could not, in all 
probability, have lived together on the same soil. 

If, as Walter Webb has demonstrated,’ the civilization of the 
Great Plains was made by men who left the timber for the great 
open spaces of the West, the civilization of the South was pro- 
duced by men who entered the seemingly everlasting forest that 
stretched westward. “It was not the Atlantic,” John Peale Bishop 
remarks in one of his essays, “that separated Americans from the 
European tradition, but the woods of the Old West.” § Beyond 
the line of English coastal plantations and towns moved a stream 
of Scotch, Scotch-Irish, Welsh, Germans, and Englishmen liber- 
ated from indentured servitude. Out there these diverse popula- 
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tion elements squatted on the land and built a way of life based 
upon the small diversified farm with free family labor which 
brought them into conflict with the wealthier planters of the 
tidewater. It was a conflict characterized by mutual contempt 
and bitter words, a conflict between farm and plantation such as 
the conflict between North and South was later in part to be. In 
this context the plantation society considered itself and was con- 
sidered East and not South. However, as plantation settlement 
moved inland as far as Texas, the stage was set for the line sepa- 
rating East and West to swing around on an axis provided by the 
boundary line between Maryland and Pennsylvania, the Mason 
and Dixon line. 

As the South became the area below the Mason and Dixon line, 
it spawned a distinctive culture which came to characterize a 
very large territory. Whatever is distinctive about a culture ap- 
pears to be an incident of isolation, and this was an area separated 
in high degree from the tides and currents of world thought in 
somewhat the same manner and degree in which South Africa 
has been isolated. It is interesting that the extreme northeastern 
part of the United States, New England, and the southern part 
of the country, Dixie, are the only parts which have achieved 
areal names other than points of the compass. The people of each 
of these areas have given allegiance to entities intermediate be- 
tween the states on the one hand and the nation on the other 
to a degree apparently stronger than have the people of any 
other region of the United States. There are sound historical 
reasons for this similarity; both underwent periods of avoidance 
by non-English-speaking white immigrants. In New England, 
25,000 English immigrants settled in the thirty-year period be- 
tween 1620 and 1650, and for a hundred years afterwards immi- 
gration into the area was negligible. Practically all of the 1,000,000 
people in New England at the time of the first census in 1790 
were descendants of the Englishmen who arrived before 1650. 
This isolation and the almost complete freedom from admixture 
during this period produced a distinctive American type, the 
New England Yankee. The South, too, has been comparatively 
unaffected by the great variety of stocks which occupied the 
middle colonies and states. Of the more than 2,500,000 aliens 
arriving in the United States between 1820 and 1850, only about 
300,000 came to reside in the South. Before and after the Civil 
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War the great tide of immigration from foreign countries swept 
around the plantation areas, thus avoiding competition with low- 
cost Negro labor. By so doing they helped define the northern 
and northwestern boundaries of the South and gave white south- 
erners cause to boast of their “pure” Anglo-Saxon ancestry. 

There was another and more local source of isolation in the 
development of southern culture. As farmers and planters 
moved farther into the Southwest, their farms and plantations 
appeared as small clearings widely separated from each other by 
the forest. In the South, as in other plantation areas in the world, 
tales of wild beasts and wild game hunting form a substantial part 
of the lore of settlement and planting. The forest into which the 
planters went and to which outlaws and restless individuals could 
escape marked the boundary of effective control by the central 
authority of the colony or state. Since the type of organization 
in which authority resides seems to depend, ultimately, upon the 
means and extent of communication, each setthement and par- 
ticularly each plantation became in some considerable measure 
a state in itself. As a state or as a subdivision of the state, the 
plantation developed a monopoly of authority within a closed 
territory. Law was such compulsion as the planter, himself a sort 
of settlement outlaw and the strongest power of the moment, 
chose to enforce. Under the circumstances that old conception 
inherited from England to the effect that it is better for the law 
to be consistent than for the law to be just did not always apply. 
Southern law became somewhat like Chinese law, that is, im- 
plicated in a network of personal relations and differentially en- 
forced upon individuals according to social standing.® 

On the isolated plantation in the forest whatever was and is 
distinctive about the culture of the South took form. The institu- 
tion was and to some extent continues to be characteristically one 
of those aggregations of persons which, like the family, exists in 
the fact that people are reckoned as belonging to each other. It 
was this “reckoning together” that made the plantation, again 
much like the family, a unit of collective expectation and obliga- 
tion, where social relations are so primary and personal that 
people do not talk of rights and duties; this kind of talk is reserved 
for the more formal relationships of the city and the larger state. 
On the plantation, in general, persons descended from or ap- 
pended to the same individual were reckoned together and their 
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characteristics attributed to that one from whom they are de- 
scended or to whom they belonged or upon whose “place” they 
lived. This “reckoning together” of the past with the present and 
of the black with the white means that, not only were persons 
counted together, but were designated as “belonging” to the 
plantation, the planter and his family no less than his slaves or 
tenants, as though the plantation were another something exist- 
ing apart from the very members who made it up. It became a 
structure living in the mind and in culture, and fashioning the 
personalities and outlooks of those who lived upon it. To under- 
stand this fact is to understand much that is otherwise puzzling 
about the culture of the Old South, the base line from which we 
have to understand the present South. In this context words that 
meant one thing in the North meant something at least slightly 
different in the South. It is likely that the word slave came to have 
somewhat different meanings North and South, and northerners 
and southerners debating the issue were not always talking about 
the same thing. As late as 1945 Ruth Landes, an anthropologist, 
could write: 


My own experience taught me that one must live a while in the South 
with Southerners, in order to learn the key words and what they mean. 
Thus, one hears a familiar vocabulary, but the timbre echoes differently. 
To sense the implications, one must follow the tones of the voice, gather 
the things that are left unsaid, hear the eloquent silences, note the 
special actions. In very truth, these words serve another style of living.!° 


No wonder it is easier to feel the differences between North 
and South than it is to conceive them intellectually or to state 
them formally. Perhaps it is much like the feeling we have for 
the differences between Orient and Occident or the feeling that 
the Romans and the Greeks must have had for the differences 
between their respective social worlds. 


IV 


The plantation was a small single-purpose enterprise which 
progressively mobilized several different layers of people upon 
the same territory and steadily got itself involved with others like 
it. Some amount of co-operation between individual despotisms 
for the solution of common problems such as transportation and 
marketing was necessary. Normally every institution survives by 
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becoming part of a social system or by generating a social system 
around itself and controlling that system. The plantations of Bra- 
zil, numerous and important though they were, seem never to 
have centered an institutional system; an impression gained from 
the literature is that they never succeeded in subordinating the 
Catholic Church.!! Hawaii developed a system of plantations but 
perhaps not a plantation system. 

A plantation system did arise in the South, or, it might be 
better to say, the scattered plantations in this region systema- 
tized themselves into the South, for the plantation system and 
the South seem to have been almost synonymous expressions. 
Because here the interdependency between most or all institu- 
tions was centered and held together by the plantation it became 
a plantation system, that is to say, a plantation survival system. 
The plantation centered the system in the South because it de- 
veloped in this region unchallenged by any other established 
institutional interest, economic, political, or religious.!? In time 
it formed the family, white and black, in its own image and 
according to its own requirements. Its planters dominated the 
state and filled its offices. The state universities and military 
academies trained their sons to succeed them as another genera- 
tion of planters. The church gave moral sanction to the principle 
of rank order among kinds of men. Originally there was no manu- 
facturing industry to compete for its labor; when such industry 
did develop it retained the paternalistic principle of the planta- 
tion. The small farm sometimes got in the way, but yeoman 
farmers and even poor whites aspired to become planters them- 
selves. 

In the southern system, orthogenetic cities such as Charleston 
and New Orleans grew up as plantation capitals. In these capital 
cities what Redfield !° calls “the little tradition” of the individual 
and isolated plantations, each varying a little from every other, 
was reshaped and articulated by poets, novelists, theologians, 
scholars, and editors into a “great tradition” generally accepted 
all over the South and which gave southerners their stock clichés, 
platitudes, and rationalizations. The individual plantations fed 
their experiences, beliefs, problems, and lore to the wise men 
and prophets of the capitals; these experiences and this lore came 
back in standardized form as ideology and conviction. 

If the capital cities of the southern plantation system belonged 
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to the planters, the heterogenetic cities of the present South 
belong to the merchants and manufacturers. Atlanta and Dallas, 
according to Winsborough, have taken the place of Charleston 
and New Orleans and chambers of commerce have taken the 
place of planters’ associations. 


V 


The South became “the South” as a section, not, as we are distin- 
quishing the words, as a region or subregion. It began as that part 
of the Caribbean-Gulf plantation region settled principally by 
whites of English origin as against the southern parts which were 
settled, in the main, by whites of Latin origin. English-speaking 
whites along coastal North America staged a common revolt 
against the mother country which was successful and which 
paved the way for a new nation. Consequently the northern part 
of the Caribbean-Gulf region became part of a political entity, 
the United States, to which other parts of the same region did 
not belong. It was to become a politically conscious section of the 
new nation in conflict with other sections. We have to under- 
stand the sectionally conscious South, as southerners themselves 
came to understand it, in terms of the enemies it acquired. With- 
out a common enemy the loose aggregation of states along the 
South Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico probably never would 
have become “the South” in anything more than a directional 
sense. 

Political bipolarity is not unusual in the history of nations. A 
northern area of strength and prestige in China stood repeatedly 
against a southern area of lesser strength, and Upper and Lower 
Egypt were set off against each other at various times histori- 
cally.!4 The fact that the South had its North as Carthage had its 
Rome, had, in other words, cultural and political ties with the 
people of another part of the same commonwealth with whom 
it was, nevertheless, in a state of tension and conflict, led the 
people of the South to that degree of conscious reflection upon, 
and justification of, their way of life as to generate a conception 
of themselves as a different people. To know who we are it is first 
necessary to know who we are not, and southerners came to 
know and to thank God they were not Yankees. The North was 
stereotyped, as England once was, as a nation of traders and 
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peddlers, and southerners could, along with General Lee, refer 
to Americans opposing them as “those people.” Thus it was that 
the people of the North and the people of the South came to form 
conceptions of themselves as different peoples but they were, of 
course, differentiated as counterparts of each other out of the 
same dialectical process. They do not and could not exist apart 
from each other. The South became that part of the nation re- 
garded as the South by the people of the North and vice versa. 

An order of society whose economy produced primarily for 
foreign markets and which consequently sought low tariffs, 
which was based upon unfree labor, and which pressed for Je- 
bensraum toward the west, inevitably aroused the opposition of 
economic competitors and ideological antagonists. Before about 
1830 there was a great deal of such opposition in the western 
small farm areas within the South itself. This early opposition 
proposed change by way of reform. After about 1830 the opposi- 
tion moved north and assumed a much more virulent and revolu- 
tionary character. Northern and southern newspapers began to 
take sides and to divide public opinion into two hostile camps. 
Revolutionary abolitionism in the North began with an attack 
upon the evils of slavery and the dark purposes of the slave power 
and later broadened out into a bitter and indiscriminate condem- 
nation of the southern “way of life’ generally. With John C. 
Calhoun, southerners moved from defense to attack on every- 
thing northern which became equally intemperate. Between 
1830 and 1860 the North and the South engaged each other in 
a prolonged cold war, during which time the partisans of each 
side added to their cultures elaborate tissues of rationalizations 
and doctrines intended to naturalize and to sanction their own 
institutions. There is nothing exceptional about this process; it is 
the way the customs of every society enter the mores and come 
to be regarded as essential to societal survival. In a plantation 
society similar to that of the South, Brazil, this process did not 
occur, which fact probably accounts in considerable measure for 
the present differences between the two. 

In the war that followed, southerners experienced what they 
fought for, the South, as northerners experienced what they 
fought for, the Union, “It was the war with the Yankee,” says 
Cash, “which really created the concept of the South as some- 
thing more than a matter of geography.” 
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The armies had brought men together from the four quarters, mold- 
ing them to acommon purpose for four years, teaching them more and 
more to say and think the same things, giving them common memo- 
ries—memories transcending all that had gone before and sealed with 
the great seal of pain and hunger and sweat... . 

Local patriotism was far from being dead in them, but nobody 
remembered now that they had ever gone out to die merely for Vir- 
ginia or Carolina or Georgia. In their years together, a hundred control 
phrases, struck from the eloquent lips of their captains in the smoke 
and heat of battle, had burned themselves into their brains—phrases 
which would ever after be to them as the sounding of trumpets and the 
rolling of drums, to set their blood to mounting, their muscles to tens- 
ing, their eyes to stinging, to call forth in them the highest loyalties and 
the most active responses. And of these phrases the great master key 
was in every case the adjective Southern. 

Moreover, four years of fighting for the preservation of their world 
and their heritage, four years of measuring themselves against the Yan- 
kee in the intimate and searching contact of battle, had left these 
Southerners far more self-conscious than they had been before, far 
more aware of their differences and of the line which divided what was 
Southern from what was not. And upon that line all their intensified 
patriotism and love, all their high pride in the knowledge that they had 
fought a good fight and had yielded only to irresistible force, was con- 
centrated, to issue in a determination, immensely more potent than in 
the past, to hold fast to their own, to maintain their divergencies, to 
remain what they had been and were.!° 


The American Civil War, like the similar Boer War in South 
Africa, was one of the last of the romantic wars and one of the 
first of the modern wars. For the South it ended in defeat, and 
for the establishment of the southern tradition this is perhaps the 
most important fact of all. Had the South been victorious there 
probably would have been no South today at all. Secession in 
America, like apartheid in South Africa, is not a principle upon 
which a strong unity can be built. It was not simply divergent 
economic and cultural interests that made the South a nation 
within a nation. More than anything else, perhaps, it was a com- 
mon emotion and a common loss that bound the people of the 
South together. Walter Ratheneau, speaking of Germany after 
World War I, remarked that only those nations which have 
known defeat have souls. It was the defeat of 1865 that gave the 
South something like a national soul and a conception of a past 
finer, in its own opinion, than its present. Both New England and 
the South have Golden Age traditions, but it has to be asserted 
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that the tradition in the South seems much the stronger.’® In this 
connection there comes to mind the volume contributed to by 
twelve nostalgic southerners three decades ago entitled J7//1 Take 
My Stand," and the popular literature issued by the devoted 
ladies who belong to the United Daughters of the Confederacy. 

In all the racial strife and turmoil of today perhaps the thing 
that rankles and embitters most is what appears to be the bland 
assumption on the part of the outlanders that the natives of the 
Deep South, like the natives of Deep Africa, are benighted and 
primitive enough to be urgently in need of conversion. Now if 
there is one thing certain about the inheritors of an old and proud 
tradition it is the fact that they strongly resist conversion as they 
resist any other assault upon their identity. Southerners ex- 
perienced such an assault during the post-Civil War period when 
northern victory was felt to justify the imposition of the princi- 
ples and the way of life for which the North had fought and won 
as well as a military peace treaty. As Sherman was about to march 
to the sea, the Reverend Lyman Abbot wrote, “We have not only 
to conquer the South, we have also to convert it.” 18 So following 
the war it was inevitable that the South be “reconstructed,” a 
northern effort which the people of this section never felt the 
need for and never really accepted. Along with northern armies 
of occupation and carpetbaggers came teachers and missionar- 
ies,'° as along with federal marshals they are coming now and 
with very much the same southern reaction against them. Be- 
cause of them, in part, the intersectional cold war continues, but 
whether southerners like it or not it is well to remember that in 
the kind of mutual watching and listening world in which we live 
today, the process of passing judgment over other people is inevi- 
table and will continue. The missionaries may not do the South 
justice but they may do the South good. At any rate, Reconstruc- 
tion, then as now, had for its principal object the transformation 
of racial attitudes. 


VI 


We are brought now to the Great Division, superseding all oth- 
ers, which runs like a thread through about all that has been said 
in this book and which everyone thinks of when the South is 
mentioned in ordinary conversation. No matter where or in what 
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form questions of race arise anywhere in the United States and 
in much of the rest of the world, always in the background the 
South is there. It is by no means, of course, the only assortment 
of human oddities in the world. Relations between odd lot peo- 
ples, called minorities, and their hosts are implicated in the per- 
sistent problems of most if not all modern societies. Every such 
society must have problems peculiarly its own, or believed to be 
its own, with which it must live, if only because its problems 
distinguish it from all other societies. There are no problems like 
our problems, and a certain indignation is aroused in us when 
others dare compare their problems with our own. The long-time 
problem of the South, the one which does most to identify it, is 
its race problem. It is a problem now in process of changing its 
character, as it has changed its character several times before, 
and the change is an earnest of another orientation which the 
South is undergoing in the United States and in the world. 

As race and race relations are commonly considered, the most 
general assumption is that from the very beginning there is race. 
But race has to be accounted for and not assumed as an original 
fact. Races are made in culture, not found in nature. We have 
only human aggregations to begin with, which, when welded 
together by crucial events of history, select out certain character- 
istics held or alleged to be held in common, and become “peo- 
ples” of a certain sort—nations, nationalities, religious communi- 
ties, linguistic communities, folks, or races. These terms 
represent something more than mere categories; they are wholes 
or totalities large enough or old enough to be more or less self- 
contained and to have a self-perpetuating social system. A people 
is a socially or culturally defined emergent from a society and not 
just a demographic component of it. What kind of people a col- 
lectivity will become will be determined by the history and cir- 
cumstances of the situation it is in and by the kind of other 
peoples with which it is in contact and interaction. A people, 
every people, is constantly changing its limits and its constitution; 
in no one form does it last forever if it lasts at all. Old peoples 
are constantly being replaced by new peoples.?° 

The plural society, that is, a group of peoples, is by its very 
nature localized in particular areas occupied by particular peo- 
ples who have particular relations with each other. It is found, 
for example, not in the relations between Christians and Moslems 
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in general but in Lebanon, not in the relations between Jews and 
Gentiles in general but in Germany, not in the relations between 
whites and Negroes in general but in the South. Negroes are not 
Negroes in general but blacks under various names vis-a-vis other 
peoples in particular areas. Their names are not just the names 
of entities but of the relationships that each people has with other 
people in the same general area. No people can come to con- 
sciousness as a people against other people in general but only 
against particular other people in the context of a particular 
society. One does not know how to take the others into account 
in general; one knows or learns how to take the others into ac- 
count in actual situations. Thus the events out of which a people 
come and the actions it is engaged in must be understood in 
terms of the particular concatenation of peoples of which it is a 
part at a given time and place and in a given situation. 
Peoples now regarded as racial in character were not neces- 
sarily always so nor are they necessarily destined to remain so. 
In early Virginia, African blacks appear to have been regarded 
as religiously different, that is, as non-Christians sometimes called 
Moors. As the color of their skin merged with religious ideas 
about them, they were sometimes called blackamoors or taw- 
nymoors. With the development of the slave trade and plantation 
slavery they came to be regarded as labor battalions in an indus- 
trial army of occupation. It was during the course of this develop- 
ment that the conception of whites and blacks as different races 
took form in the South.?! Here it functioned first to naturalize 
and to rationalize slavery but with abolition it has turned into an 
end-value in itself, and was politically used to disenfranchise the 
Negro and to segregate him in separate areas and institutions.?* 
The Negroes of the United States now are a vastly different 
people from their African ancestors, not only because they have 
mixed their blood with Indians and whites, but principally be- 
cause they now are realizing themselves in mass action. They 
now are speaking and acting for themselves through their own 
writers, politicians, and institutions. In her chapter, Burgess calls 
attention to the large and growing Negro middle class, a class 
which barely existed in 1860, in changing American Negroes into 
a different people with an entirely different conception of them- 
selves. With the change in the Negro people, southern whites are 
becoming a new people also. It is very important in understand- 
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ing recent white behavior in the South to realize that native 
whites born of native parents who in the past grandly or reluc- 
tantly made concessions of rights to the Negro minority now 
constitute a minority group themselves. They are seeking to con- 
vert old customs into “rights.” 


Vil 


The dominant white people of the South structured society upon 
the premise that Negro people are a subordinate group immuta- 
bly confined to their condition. This assumption made the South, 
like the White Highlands of Kenya and the cities of South Africa, 
a “white man’s country,” a phrase which carries with it the un- 
spoken corollary that it is not a black man’s country even in areas 
where blacks outnumber whites. A white man’s country would 
appear to be any part of the world where white men can live and 
breed and control its institutions. 

In the South there were and are the institutions directly con- 
trolled by the white majority but which included or serviced 
members of both races. Foremost among these is the plantation, 
which intermixed whites and blacks on the land albeit in differ- 
ent stations within it. After the Civil War, white and Negro share- 
croppers often worked the land side by side. Another common 
institution which became especially important in the postwar 
period was the country store, about which relatively little has 
been written. Because of the impersonal and symbiotic character 
of trade generally, the full force of the local community’s popula- 
tion, white and Negro, focused upon it as upon no other institu- 
tion. Consequently community life tended to center around it 
and southern villages and towns, especially in the plantation 
areas, developed from it and around it. The southern country 
store could effect the exchange of goods and services with a 
minimum amount of hard money, since for most of its people the 
South’s economy was traditionally nonpecuniary and the times 
did not favor the possession of much money anyway. Indeed, 
there was a certain contempt for money and for the monied class; 
there were too many values and sentiments that “money can’t 
buy,” and that only a Yankee would think of trying to buy.?? In 
addition to general merchandise the country store was often the 
post office, the funeral parlor, the railway depot, the newspaper, 
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and sometimes the place where the fraternal orders, religious 
groups, and even school classes met. It was also a bank because 
it was about the only institution around possessing an iron safe. 
As the merchant became affluent and cashed in on his mortgages 
and crop liens he often became a planter, entering into or taking 
the place of the old planter class. Or he might become a banker 
and often did. As money and credit became a new basis for power 
and control, as banks and diversified businesses proliferated, as 
money and goods circulated as landed property could not, the 
South became more and more regionally as well as sectionally 
oriented toward the great financial and commercial centers of 
the North and became, in fact, a colonial province of the North. 
Finance, even more than politics, has made the United States one 
community and has, of course, drawn the South into a tighter 
integration with the rest of the nation. But the southern masses 
remain, perhaps, less pecuniary-minded than the generality of 
people in any other part of the nation. No one section of the 
country has a monopoly over improvidence (there are other 
words for it), but the people of the South have more than their 
share of it. Here it is not just a fact but a tradition. 

Industrial institutions, particularly textile manufacturing, 
emerged in the post-Civil War period out of a social movement 
intended to solve the “poor white” problem of the South by 
affording new occupational opportunities to them. The poor 
whites were that class of whites said to have a lot of kinfolks but 
no ancestors, or hardly conscious of any. As the plantation econ- 
omy had earlier almost completely eliminated all except Negro 
labor, the initial program of industry omitted almost all except 
white labor. In non-textile industry this pattern of ethnic segre- 
gation did not prevail, although the distinction between skilled 
and unskilled work generally held to the color line. As is true of 
colonial territories generally, some capital for the development 
of industrial institutions in the recent and present South origi- 
nated in the great investment markets of England, but mainly 
it came from the North. Contrary to the general assumption that 
the industrialization of colonial areas is everywhere a major force 
in transforming race relations and in undermining the traditional 
order, southern industry, stemming from northern as well as 
southern capital and management, has until now accommodated 
itself to the plantation pattern and to the prevailing racial 
mores.24 Nevertheless, these institutions, controlled as they are 
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by finance capital centered outside the South, have been instru- 
mental in launching southern society into the general complex 
economy of America and the world subject to all the varied 
forces playing upon that economy, and have helped transform 
the race problem into a more impersonal and indirect affair in 
which unionism and automation will progressively play an im- 
portant part. 

Between peoples, so long as they are separate peoples, there 
appears always to be some institutional segregation, voluntary or 
involuntary, complementary or parallel, enforced by law or en- 
forced by custom. Segregation appears as a spatial and/or institu- 
tional division of labor, and of course carries with it some kind 
and degree of isolation. Some peoples have preferred their insti- 
tutions segregated, others have protested against it, and at times 
and places peoples have changed their preference. It was when 
segregation became a matter of public policy as it did in the 
South after the 1880’s, with the aim of consolidating old social 
differences between the races, that the stage was set for a change 
in preference on the part of Negroes leading to the present 
revolt. The present drive is for what is called an “open society,” 
and it may be expected to change or eliminate certain old forms 
of segregation; but it may just as well institute new forms. 

The present drive was launched against the maintenance of 
separate schools for the two major races, but it has broadened 
out into an assault on the principle of racial segregation gener- 
ally. Southern whites have not strongly objected to education for 
Negroes so long as it was defined as a way of improving the 
“condition” of underlings, but they have strenuously objected to 
any form of status education which threatened “our schools.” 
Now our school, our personal school, our almost private school, 
the school from which we get the news and gossip of the commu- 
nity, is being invaded, or threatened with invasion, by Negroes. 
It is shocking to realize that it no longer is our school but an 
impersonal institution of the state over which we no longer have 
complete control and in which classes have to begin on time 
because it has ceased to be a common community of family gos- 
sip. In the course of time, however, the desegregation and 
impersonalization of the schools may lead us to talk somewhat 
less about better white schools or even better Negro schools and 
somewhat more about just better schools. 

Actually, southerners will have to do this because the problem 


330 Plantation Societies, Race Relations, and the South 


of education in the South, as elsewhere, is itself changing with 
changes in the nation and in the world. In the stable agricultural 
society of the pre-twentieth century South, it was not really 
necessary that the generality of men have much formal educa- 
tion. Many men became great landholders and members of the 
legislature without any at all. Other men knew a little Latin and 
Greek and wore this kind of learning like medals on their chests. 
The real educational forces derived from the forces of produc- 
tion; men were and still are educated by what they are making 
and doing. The men who had to buy fertilizer, keep the commis- 
sary accounts of their tenants, and negotiate the selling of their 
cotton or tobacco had necessarily to pick up enough reading, 
writing, and arithmetic in order to get along. 

The drive to educate the children of everybody does not stop 
with the public schools. It does not stop even with undergraduate 
education at the college level. In the South as elsewhere in the 
nation it presses on to higher quality education in the colleges 
and universities, not just college by college and university by 
university, but into a complex of colleges and universities quali- 
fied to meet the demands of modern science and research. We 
shall continue to call it education but actually the drive is for 
survival, societal survival.?° 

That which does most to sustain and continue a people is per- 
haps that which is most deeply rooted in its family values, and 
a people will not change from one form to another until these 
primary group values are assaulted and changed. If we wish to 
know why Brazil is less dominated by the idea of race, the answer 
probably will be found in the nature and values of Brazilian 
family life. It is difficult, in Brazil to draw a color line, because 
such a line would cut across families.2® Family life in Brazil is not 
defined in racial terms; but this is precisely how it is defined in 
the South. White and Negro southerners do have kin across the 
color line but they are not publicly recognized, and we may not 
expect the fundamental social structure of southern society to 
change appreciably until and unless the family finally yields to 
desegregation. 

“The Southern white woman and the Negro man,” says 
Charles H. Fairbanks, are psychologically the focal points of the 
South’s fear of desegregation.” 27 It is at this point that American 
values represented by racial equality run head-on into values that 
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represent sex equality. Everywhere, it seems, an approximate 
equality between the sexes is taken to be a requisite to what the 
world is coming to understand by “modern.” In Moslem coun- 
tries women are dropping the veil, and in India women are 
coming out of purdah. In Japan women are mingling more freely 
with men. These countries are becoming, as we say, “modern,” 
and freer association between men and women is generally taken 
as sign and symbol of the fact. In regions where race relations 
are a problem, as in South Africa and the American South, the 
racial restrictions that have been placed upon and accepted by 
white women, and the racial restrictions that have been placed 
upon Negro men, may be of the same order of traditional phe- 
nomena resisting modernization and final emancipation. We 
have our own versions of purdah and the veil. 

It is in the nature of institutions, once established, to resist 
change and uphold old ways of life. This is less true of industrial 
and financial institutions than it is of others, but as the world shifts 
and changes around them, all institutions at different tempos 
have to change also. In the South there are geographical shifts 
in agriculture and occupational changes in the racial division of 
labor as well as in the economy generally. All these changes are 
bound up with the replacement of the plantation system by a 
metropolitan system in which southern cities link up with each 
other as well as with the cities of the nation and of the world. 
It is by reason of its cities that the South is now experiencing its 
first general emancipation from its geographical locus. Even in 
the most isolated rural communities in the South, communities 
like Possum Trot, Alabama,?® places where readjustments are 
made with most difficulty, changes are taking place which 
cumulatively build up into major changes in the life of the region 
and the nation. Radio, television, and electric lights are being 
introduced into the humblest tenant homes, and electric bills 
have to be paid regularly each month. Almost for the first time, 
these tenants are entering into the decision-making process 
along with farmers and planters as to how the land shall be used 
and how and when the products shall be marketed. Incidentally, 
our social scientists are not adequately taking these local changes 
into account; it appears that we know more now about the South 
at federal and state levels than we know at the grass-roots level. 


el7e 


God and the Southern Plantation 
System 


I believe it was Uncle Remus who told the little boy who 
listened to his nightly stories that experience is what you get 
when you don’t listen to your ma and pa. It also is what you get 
when you go outside other authorities such as books. There 
comes a time when the thoughts of probably every social scientist 
who is immersed in his subject take a personal turn; when he 
distinguishes between his life experience and his study experi- 
ence and undertakes to determine what each has contributed 
to the other. This essay will attempt to put the facts of my own 
experiences and observations, widened and deepened by the 
literature, into a context which, for me, illuminates the nature 
and meaning of religion in the South. 

I well remember the old Methodist church I rather reluctantly 
but regularly attended when I was growing up on a plantation 
in South Carolina. Founded by Bishop Francis Asbury long 
before the War Between the States, it still stands, though services 
no.longer are held in it. One of the thousands of abandoned or 
dying rural churches in the United States it, like most of the 
others, fell before good roads and automobiles, but its general 
spirit and outlook were transplanted to the nearby town center. 
Southern town and even city churches generally might almost 
be described as transplanted rural institutions. The old church 
I knew was once a flourishing thing attended by the gentry and 


SOURCE In Samuel J. Hill, Jr. (ed.), Religion and the Solid South, Abingdon 
Press, 1972, Ch. 3. 


God and the Southern Plantation System 333 


their hangers-on of the community who “in the hush of every 
Sunday morning had nothing else to do except wait for church.” 
Before the war the slaves of the planters sat in the gallery. The 
dead of the gentry, once buried on individual plantations, later 
were laid to rest in the cemetery surrounding the church where 
their poorer relatives and even family pets also were buried. 
Some of the pets were black servants. The size and quality of the 
stone monuments marked the degree of affluence, or lack of it, 
of the ones buried beneath them, an index of the community’s 
status hierarchy. 

A succession of ministers lived with their families in the parson- 
age nearby. The minister was not the only one who chastised us 
for our sins, but it was he who was expected, licensed, and even 
paid to do so. It was difficult for him to be “one of the boys” but 
occasionally one came along who could unbend enough to be 
called “our kind of preacher.” The annual revival during the 
cotton lay-by season marked the high point of the minister’s 
efforts. Ill provided with public amusements, except for Saturday 
night brawls during this season of general idleness, the revival 
normally enjoyed great success. Periodically the minister sought 
through regular and special collections from the congregation to 
raise money for his own salary and to help support the denomina- 
tion’s missionaries abroad. The good men of the congregation, 
but more especially the devout women who formed masculine- 
approved missionary societies, generously supported this cause 
even though, before the War Between the States, it might be 
necessary to sell a slave or so in order to do so. Or so the scoffers 
sometimes unfeelingly said. The minister rarely if ever had any- 
thing to say about child labor, sharecropping, illiteracy, or race 
relations. I had known child laborers, sharecroppers, and illiter- 
ates, white and black, all my life but I did not know the condition 
of these people constituted social problems until I was well along 
in college. We heard much, however, about the evils of dancing, 
card-playing, and the consumption of alcoholic beverages. It was 
only after the relative loss of control over Negroes incident to 
their mass emancipation from slavery that the Methodists par- 
ticularly became concerned about the dangers of strong drink. 

The mood of the community generally was one of piety if we 
think of this word as involving the sharing and the orientation 
of experience. Piety has to do with personal support of that sys- 
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tem of traditional values and sentiments appropriate to the re- 
quirements of a situation. It is, as Kenneth Burke epigrammati- 
cally puts it, “the sense of what properly goes with what.” ! In 
my case, and in the case of thousands of other Southerners, it was 
an experience which went well beyond my life upon the immedi- 
ate plantation where I grew up and the church I attended. It was, 
in addition, an experience with a system of society, a plantation 
system, including all the institutions in that system. In it I was 
located and knew who I was supposed to be and what I was 
expected to do and to think. Of course, like many others, I took 
the system and the situation in which it operated for granted but 
now I propose to try to make sense of it, to “size up the situation,” 
as We say. 

Of course, my effort in this brief chapter will be incomplete, 
but it may serve to show the context in which the southern 
church and its religion should, I think, be understood. 


II 


Whether economic or cultural factors predominate in shaping 
the institutions of a given social order it is certain there is a strain 
toward consistency in the relations between them. The institu- 
tions of no society are transplanted without adaptation to another 
environment if they survive at all. Either the transplanted insti- 
tutions transform the habitat, or the new habitat transforms 
them, or both are changed as they interact with each other. In 
any case, the result is the creation of a new and different “situa- 
tion” which has to be analyzed in terms of the constituent in- 
teracting factors which produce and maintain it. I am concerned 
here with a certain constellation of factors and institutions, 
among them the church and the religion associated with it, which 
have defined the situation and which we have termed “the 
South.” 

I am considering the church and religion in the South as devel- 
oping in response to a situational imperative apart from any 
judgment, good or bad, we may be tempted to pass upon it. Our 
conservatives or fundamentalists have pronounced religion in 
the South the best to be found anywhere ? whereas our liberals 
or modernists have found it to be woefully inadequate and super- 
stitious, but a rearward look suggests that the development of 
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religion in the South, regardless of ethnic, denominational, or 
ecclesiastical differences, was and is the unintended result of the 
immediate intentions of many generations of men. No individual 
or group of individuals sought to make it what it finally became 
nor what it is becoming. It developed from situational factors and 
changes in these factors that lie at least in part outside human 
plan and purpose.® 

Many observers of both liberal and conservative persuasion 
have commented upon the unique character of religious phe- 
nomena in the South. Kenneth Bailey has sketched this character 
and described the South at the turn of the twentieth century as 
“a land of piety and tradition” preoccupied “with individual re- 
pentance, a dogged insistence on Biblical inerrancy, a tendency 
toward overt expression of intense religious emotions: these lega- 
cies of frontier revivalism still held a primacy.” * Of course, there 
were individual and local exceptions to the “almost single- 
minded emphasis upon individual regeneration,” and of course 
peoples and areas outside the homogeneous South often exhib- 
ited very much the same emphasis, but the rise and spread of 
the social gospel with its compassion for depressed classes, its 
doctrinal unorthodoxy, its rational criticism, and its involvement 
in political movements looking to the elimination of social inequi- 
ties was far more prevalent in the religious behavior of the heter- 
ogeneous and urban North and West. 

Religion in the South began as an Old-World transplant, went 
through various modifying stages during the westward frontier 
expansion, and in the course of time acquired an institutional 
character implying constitution, stability, and tradition, and was 
reabsorbed with considerable modifications into preexisting ec- 
clesiastical structures which, incident to the slavery controversy 
and the Civil War, separated from their northern counterparts. 
Belief-systems and institutional dogmas took deep root in an 
overwhelmingly rural society of planters, white and Negro peas- 
ants and squatters, and yeoman farmers. The cost of maintaining 
the more or less formal institutional structures was paid for by 
returns from various commercial staples such as cotton, tobacco, 
sugarcane, and lesser crops. The cost was returned in full meas- 
ure by the moral support which the religious belief-system gave 
to the agricultural system at the center of which was the planta- 
tion. 
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Among the Protestant denominations various sorts of Baptists, 
the folk-church of the white South, seem to have become more 
“southern” than those of other denominations and the Quakers 
least so, but all these denominations were but minor variations 
from common points of cultural assumptions.® The tradition 
which they shared and supported raised an infallible Bible, and 
especially the King James Version of it, to the position which had 
been occupied by an infallible Pope leading cynics such as H. L. 
Mencken to characterize the South as the Bible Belt. Even 
beneath the surface differences between those variations from 
white Protestantism represented by Catholicism, Judaism, and 
Negro Christianity there were and are common values, assump- 
tions, and other intangibles which comprise that indefinable 
thing called the Southern Way of Life. Of course, there were 
important doctrinal and behavioral differences between Protes- 
tantism, Catholicism, and Judaism in the South as in other parts 
of the nation, and as the common southern culture underlying 
them developed and strengthened Southerners became more 
conscious of the differences that remained and more convinced 
that they were greater than actually was the case. There were 
ministerial and political politicians who clung to the differences 
and made a profession of advertising and manipulating them. 
Protestant hostility toward Judaism and Catholicism intensified, 
and suspicion grew among whites generally that Negro Chris- 
tianity was spurious. But religious orthodoxy, a sort of fossilized 
piety, was at the core of southern cultural orthodoxy which, 
when challenged by scientific and theological advances, was con- 
sciously and defensively formulated, especially in white Protes- 
tantism, into what came to be called fundamentalism. Funda- 
mentalism in the United States has had its greatest strength in 
the rural areas of the South. 


III 


But what is the South, the situation in which I propose that we 
try to understand its church and its religion? It is not simply the 
South of the census nor even of that geographical area which 
appears at the bottom of the map. I think we do not get at the 
nature or essence of the South by adding up the geographies and 
the histories of the political divisions which various authorities 
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have called “southern states.’”’ The South is not a state, nor any 
one of the states, nor any combination of states. The history of 
North Carolina is not a chapter in the history of the South. The 
South is not recognized in the Constitution of the United States. 
Yet we have a name for it, and we talk about it as if it were an 
objective entity, as if it exists. At least on one occasion its people 
engaged in a collective enterprise when it waged war against a 
common enemy. As a result its members spoke of themselves as 
“we Southerners” set off in opposition to others referred to by 
General Lee as “those people.” Yet when we have stripped away 
that which is common to all humanity, to the people of the West- 
ern world, to rural and agricultural people everywhere, to peo- 
ple who live in interracial situations, and to the people of the 
United States generally, what we have left, or some part of that 
we have left, is the South. But by that time the society is substan- 
tially rather thin amounting to little more than an abstraction or 
an idea. It was and is, however, an idea deemed significant be- 
cause people both inside and outside the society chose to look 
at it significantly and to search for and to magnify differences 
both real and imagined. It was an idea originally laid down upon 
a territory whose boundaries were very indistinct. Today they 
are even more indistinct as the obvious uniformity of urban life 
steadily emancipates the South from its old territorial locus. 
Significant or not there have been and are real differences 
between the South and the rest of the nation. In the context of 
the nation as a whole the South is stigmatized as an area of 
pervasive poverty especially since President Franklin Roosevelt 
characterized it as the nation’s Economic Problem No. 1. More 
recently it has received widespread notice in connection with 
President Johnson’s antipoverty program. After the War Be- 
tween the States its political solidarity gained for the region the 
name of Solid South. Religious orthodoxy, poverty, and political 
conservatism are the three sets of factors which consistently ap- 
pear together in each of the “Souths” of the world listed by 
Seymour Martin Lipset. Others mentioned are southern Italy, 
Quebec in Canada, the Scottish Highlands of Great Britain, west- 
ern Norway in addition to the American South. It has been said 
that “every country has a South”—a social if not a geographical 
South. In these “relatively poor and economically less developed 
regions” citizens regularly vote conservative even when their 
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own best interests would appear to dictate otherwise. The minds 
of the people, Lipset goes on to say, “are dominated by ‘tradition- 
alistic’ values.” 


In these areas the social structure remains in some part the way it 
was before the age of capitalism and the free-market economy. The 
positions of rich and poor are defined as the natural order of things and 
are supported by personal, family, and local loyalties rather than 
viewed as a product of impersonal economic and social forces, subject 
to change through political action. At the same time the poor peasant 
or worker performs a role which has an obvious meaning and value, 
and he derives gratification from stable personal relationships and 
ceremonial activities embracing the whole community. Religious belief 
tends to be strong and to support the status quo.” 


IV 


The gross factors of economics, politics, and religion in the 
general situation as represented by these various “Souths” may 
show similarities, but when we come to probe their historical and 
social roots considerations more or less special to each have to 
be taken into account. Of particular importance in understand- 
ing the American South is the longtime presence in it of the 
plantation institution. The plantation was never present in the 
Scottish Highlands, but it does appear to have been the central 
fact in the determination and history of the American South. Let 
me outline some of its more salient features. 

Since Columbus the New World has received or spawned a 
large number of movements, enterprises, and organizations most 
of which failed to catch on and subsequently died. The effort to 
transplant the English manor to Maryland and elsewhere failed, 
but an enterprise directed toward the exploitation of virtually 
free land to produce agricultural staples for the European mar- 
ket which took form in various parts of Latin America, the West 
Indies, and the American South succeeded, spread, and came to 
be called the plantation. In the American South this institution— 
which must be distinguished from settlements called by the same 
name in New England—came by 1860 to occupy favorable lands 
from Maryland to eastern Texas or wherever it could get its 
staples down to the ocean at low cost. From the West Indies it 
was transplanted to South Carolina and to Louisiana, but in 
Virginia and Maryland it began an independent development 
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as profit from the cultivation of tobacco began to be realized. 

The reduction of vast forests and the cultivation of land almost 
free for the taking in the American Southeast required a great 
output of labor, beyond the ability of European families such as 
there were, to supply. Recourse was first had to white indentured 
labor from Europe and later to Negro slaves from Africa. Thus 
what we have to observe getting under way in the very early days 
of this area are a number of small single-purpose enterprises each 
mobilizing a varying number of nondescript people to act 
together to clear away the trees and to produce a crop for which 
there promises to be a market and a profit. The single plantation 
is a loose collectivity somewhere out there on the moving fron- 
tier proximate to a navigable stream or river and later to a dirt 
road or railroad. Like every crescive institution anywhere, it 
begins with collective activity and a purpose which dominates 
the program of its leader or planter, but, as Everett Hughes has 
taught us, there is always some unfinished business.’ From one 
generation to the next, there is always the problem of getting and 
controlling labor for ends outside the interests and wishes of 
those who are controlled. It was when these activities assumed 
a structure and became routine to the extent that plans for the 
future had to be made that the plantation as an institution can 
be said to have been accomplished. As it adapted its members 
to its own purpose and as people began to depend upon it, it 
became part of the accepted and natural order of things. Its head 
man, the planter, gained in practical economic and political im- 
portance as over against the ordinary trader and farmer, a fact 
sensed by himself and by the rest of the people. A family dynasty 
could be established as the son of the planter followed in the 
manner of the father. As a cross between farmers and knights, 
planters pursued a sort of military agriculture for which they 
thought it necessary to mold those who worked for them in the 
fields into good slaves or sharecroppers. The church and its reli- 
gion fell into line to teach servants that they not only had to but 
should obey their masters. Thus the authority of the plantation 
came naturally to divide men into subordinates and superordi- 
nates as the institution moved along the southern frontier from 
Maryland to eastern Texas. 

The plantation institution appeared in other parts of the New 
World but what is of major importance about the southern plan- 
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tation is that it was the first frontier-created institution to take 
root and survive in this particular environment to overshadow 
those transplanted, however much modified, from abroad. In 
New England the transplanted church was to assume an unchal- 
lenged authority in relation to other institutions, which con- 
tinued until the days of Channing and Emerson and even much 
later. In the South, however, the key role was to be played by 
a new institution not then known to Britain nor to any other part 
of continental North America. The plantation was not a trans- 
planted English manor; it produced a specialized product to sell 
and not a variety of goods to be consumed locally. It established 
itself here before any other economic, political, administrative, 
educational, or religious institution became strong enough to 
flourish or even to survive. It was the mother factor in southern 
society, and this is why it is so important to understand its essen- 
tial character and nature if we are to understand the system it 
built around itself. 


Vv 


Most Southerners have never physically lived within the 
bounds of a plantation estate, but I suggest that all properly 
designated as Southerners have lived within a “plantation sys- 
tem.” There are and have been many other societies around the 
world in which the plantation isolate has been present, but in my 
reading of the literature I have not encountered any other so- 
ciety in which the expression “plantation system” has been so 
consistently and persistently used in both popular and academic 
circles as in the South. Hawaii has what might be called a system 
of plantations, but not, in the sense in which we understand the 
expression, a plantation system. In the South it is not an institu- 
tion appearing on the periphery of another and older society as 
in Malaya and in the East Indies. On the contrary, it centered 
and formed whatever was distinctive about the South itself. In 
Brazil and elsewhere in Latin America the crown, the church, 
and the plantation seem to have competed for ultimate control 
of the social order.? In the South there was little else to contest 
its control. The king was far away and little concerned to claim 
and protect all his subjects. There was no powerful church with 
a traditionally recognized concern for souls.'° About all that was 
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left on this turbulent, disorderly southern frontier in the wilder- 
ness to interpose restraint in the relations between master and 
man was the ruth or aidés of the master, those qualities of human 
nature which come into play when a man is almost totally free 
from any kind of institutional compulsion. Slaves were property, 
and a man can do what he will with his own unless inhibited by 
his own property interest or by some sentiment within himself. 

But the lawless master and planter established law on his own 
plantation and increasingly engaged in various sorts of coopera- 
tion with neighboring despotisms as the frontier passed on and 
time brought common problems requiring common action. 
There was, for example, the problem of transporting and market- 
ing the staple. Beyond the development of an economic order 
a moral order of mutual expectations and obligations, rights and 
duties, began to take form and to build themselves into a system 
of interrelated institutions the better to insure the institution’s 
continuity and survival. The plantation system was in fact a plan- 
tation survival system intended to naturalize and legitimate the 
institution which stood at its center. Like the solar system with 
the sun at its center warming and holding its satellite planets in 
their several courses around it, the plantation came to center a 
system of attending and interacting institutions which it warmed 
and which in turn was warmed by them. The plantation system 
was not a series of disconnected institutions but an organism 
adapted to the situation in which people lived and carried on a 
common life. There were institutional forces of cohesion which 
bound them together and about which they later came to be 
conscious. They called this institutional complex the South. 

In no kind of system, social or otherwise, can any single ele- 
ment be understood or be what it is apart from all the other 
elements or components of that system. The southern church 
and its religion was a part of the plantation system and so were 
other institutions such as the family, the school, the county and 
the state. Control of the system was exercised by consensus 
among a relatively small planter establishment.!! 


VI 


The migration of Europeans and their settlement in that part 
of North America which became the South initially was predomi- 
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nantly masculine. As white women were imported and as the 
sexes evened out, white family life stabilized along income and 
class lines. Modeled after the European family it nevertheless 
underwent significant modifications as it adapted to frontier con- 
ditions. It underwent further modification as some men became 
white men vis-a-vis Indians and Negroes. It underwent further 
modification as some men became agricultural enterpreneurs, 
that is, planters, and masters not only of their white servants and 
black slaves but also of their families. From the beginning the 
planter families on their estates were highly isolated.!? A planter 
in John Pendleton Kennedy’s novel Swallow Barn voiced his 
opposition to a measure then before the legislature to improve 
the state’s roads by declaring that “the home material of Virginia 
was never so good as when her roads were at their worst.” 

Ordinarily in the case of the small family farm the enterprise 
is bent toward the organization and requirements of the family, 
and this has been true in the South,!* but in the case of the large 
estate the family ordinarily bends toward the organization and 
requirements of the enterprise. In Virginia the life of the planter 
family was geared to tobacco, in South Carolina and Mississippi 
to cotton; during the time of cultivation and harvesting wives and 
children took second place. But because there was no great 
amount of economic dependence upon other plantations produc- 
ing the same staple in the same general area, such as has charac- 
terized neighboring small farms elsewhere, there was no exten- 
sive elaboration of local divisions of labor, and consequently 
there were few towns such as normally are required to integrate 
a variety of local economic activities. But perhaps for this very 
reason white families, and particularly planter families, charac- 
teristically were united by the interweaving by marriage and 
other social ties into extensive kinship clans whose members 
often held membership in the same church. A range of between 
perhaps a half to a dozen differently surnamed families con- 
stituted a local community familism whose members were almost 
as much at home in the homes of each other as they were in their 
own homes. Incidentally, southern kinship has never been sys- 
tematically investigated. 

A stable social order is stable because, for one important thing, 
its constituent families can be counted upon to conserve the old 
and the traditional. In the course of its development every new 
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movement looking toward the institutionalization of new pur- 
poses and goals finds itself in opposition to the tradition-bearing 
family. The traditional family represents the mores, and the 
emerging institution is always more or less at war with them. In 
that process of “creative destruction” of which Joseph Schum- 
peter writes,!* the family must be restructured to the point 
where it supports, rather than opposes, the organization and aims 
of the new institution. As a matter of fact, the “family” of the 
slave members of the prewar southern plantation might almost 
be said to have been the plantation itself somewhat in the sense 
of the familia rustica in Roman society. The slave father was not 
the principal breadwinner; it was rather the planter who was 
looked to for material support as well as for discipline.'* In the 
course of time what Frazier called the “natural” family organ- 
ized mainly around the Negro mother appeared.!® Eventually 
the plantation obtained its new members by birth within rather 
than by recruitment from without. The plantation then came to 
form part of the habits and customs of the family to be transmit- 
ted to succeeding generations especially by the mother. 


VII 


All social life is, of course, education, but not every society 
provides that institutionalized form of communication and trans- 
mission which we call schools. The absence as well as the pres- 
ence of formal education in schools in the social strata of a society 
tells something about the way such institutions function in the 
system. Those who labored in plantation fields were educated in 
the process of becoming what they were and had to be, but it 
was a bookless education without schools, the original and most 
effective expression of vocational guidance. There probably is a 
vocational aspect in the educational process of every society. In 
plantation society it has been a very prominent aspect. In early 
white indentured servitude, an outgrowth of English apprentice- 
ship, there was a conscious vocational rationalization later ex- 
pressed in the claim that the plantation itself was the proper 
school for servants and slaves. 

Perhaps men generally are more largely educated by what 
they have to do to make a living than they are by their schools; 
in stable, isolated societies there is relatively little need for formal 
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education. But when the society is becoming part of a larger 
world where there is change and movement, more formal educa- 
tion becomes necessary. For those whose business it was to plan 
and market the crop it was necessary to keep up with the market 
and to this end some amount of literacy was essential, but this 
was not necessarily obtained through formal schooling.!7 Before 
the War Between the States the percentage of literacy among 
slaveholders appeared much greater than among non-slavehold- 
ers./§ A degree of literacy and education gained through informal 
as well as formal channels in order to make needed adjustments 
and decisions characterized Negro as well as white operators and 
landowners. This has continued to be the case.!° 

Well-to-do planters along the seaboard might employ tutors at 
home and then send their sons to European universities to ac- 
quire a certain amount of classical intellectual fodder beyond the 
practical requirements of plantation administration, but lesser 
members of this class in the interior patronized academies and 
agitated for state universities nearer them. The prestige colleges 
and universities of New England were private institutions, but 
in the South they became state universities established by 
planter members of the legislatures for their sons. Thus “college 
life became an important feature of the Old South,” wrote H. C. 


Nixon, “especially of plantation society. . . . The slavocracy was 
more interested in higher education for the few than in effective 
secondary education for the many. . . . From the same back- 


ground most of the colleges of the South have received a strong 
religious heritage, chiefly Protestant, and a respect for the form 
and organization of religion, though not necessarily for in- 
dependent religious thought.” 2° The church afhiliated colleges 
of the South were much more democratically oriented than the 
state universities but they too operated under the shadow of the 
plantation. The need for military academies and colleges to sup- 
port a racial hierarchy with its large strata of unfree agricultural 
workers at its base should be apparent. 


Vill 


Many of the patriotic county historians of the South described 
the county of which they wrote as one of “great plantations.” Of 
course, there are counties in which plantations were or are not 
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physically present and which were characterized by their rela- 
tive independency, such as “the independent republic of Horry” 
County in South Carolina and “the free state of Jones” County 
in Mississippi which, tradition says, seceded from Mississippi dur- 
ing the War Between the States. But the county as a primary 
social as well as governmental unit in the South undoubtedly 
developed as part of the plantation system. Local administrative 
units originally called baronies in Maryland and elsewhere, 
parishes in Louisiana and occasionally in Florida, hundreds, 
shires, or cities in Virginia, eventually settled for the form if not 
the name of county. River and road transportational develop- 
ment in relation to land acquisition and the marketing of the 
staple in the tidewater South was the basis of the organization 
of the county.?! There might be something in the nature of for- 
mal subdivisions of the county such as the “beat” in Mississippi, 
but in fact the county began as a sort of local organization of 
plantations which were the actual subdivisions. The township as 
a functional unit was a Reconstruction imposition. 

The county, over much of the southern territory, became a 
creature of tradition and stained itself indelibly upon the form 
of society.22 Often it was ruled by a coterie of county families 
whose members left office only to be replaced by other members 
of the clan.2* They praised themselves for their unselfish devo- 
tion to public service. In the later plantation South, Indian ene- 
mies were supplanted by an inner enemy, the unfree laborers 
of the estates against whom defense was even more imperative. 
That social type, more or less peculiar to the system, the county 
sheriff, continues his traditional role to this day as recent events 
testify. Early county sheriffs as well as other officers of the law 
often found it convenient to serve writs and warrants on Sundays 
when it was easier to find delinquents attending parish churches. 
Following the model of the ideal planter the sheriff and his depu- 
ties often rode horseback to symbolize their connection with the 
aristocracy. In 1711 Lancaster County, Virginia, ordered that 
freedmen and laborers be prevented from keeping horses and 
breeding mares and limited their ownership to persons who 
owned or rented a certain amount of property.?* The sheriff 
could and did use “landlord” law and the organization of the 
plantation after as well as before the War Between the States to 
make arrests (occasionally the planter or overseer did this for 
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him) but he might well be careful not to make arrests during the 
cotton-picking season. He was likely to be well paid for his serv- 
ices, especially in the Black Belt counties. In “Imperial Bolivar” 
County, Mississippi, in the 1930s he had a net income of forty 
thousand dollars, ten times the salary of the governor of the 
state.*° 

That same establishment which the sheriff served could be 
confident that the courts could be relied upon to maintain its 
authority and protect its interests in both legal and extralegal 
ways.”® Planter control of state government was not always so 
complete as was their control over county government in 
predominantly plantation areas, but it was strong enough to ef- 
fect the seccession of eleven states by the middle of the last 
century. And it is not without significance that of the first twelve 
presidents of the United States eight were members of the 
planter class. 


IX 


In a developing social system where intermarriage within class 
and race limitations linked families at various points with other 
institutions in the larger society, giving the plantation points of 
reference with these other institutions, it was inevitable and 
even necessary that the church and whatever brand of doctrine 
it offered should find a place and a function. From diverse back- 
grounds and later organizational differentiations, Protestants and 
Catholics, as well as Jews articulated into the system and served 
it. The Protestant denominations were sharply competitive with 
each other, white denominations with each other and Negro 
denominations with each other, and all with the Catholic 
“enemy.” Almost every minister and priest was a religious politi- 
cian. They fought minor battles with each other, but planters, 
lesser farmers, poor whites, factors, ministers, priests, and lay- 
men united in an acceptance of the legitimacy of the system and 
of the values it embodied. Even the old-time Negro preacher was 
an integral and useful part of the system, especially in the post- 
war period. Generally all supported it in the only way they could 
support it, if their churches hoped to survive, by seeking to trans- 
fer attention from the ills of this world to salvation in the next, 
by blessing the pious allegiance of ordinary people, by defining 
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the “good man” whose superior achievement in reconciling reli- 
gion and common practice singled him out for special praise, by 
urging obedience to the caesars of the day and patience in the 
face of poverty, trial, and tribulation. A faith was harnessed to 
canonize the system and to brand as atheistic any threat of 
change in it. That faith was inevitable and deterministic; denomi- 
national membership was, of course, optional. All church mem- 
bers were at the same time members of the community and as 
such were unable to compartmentalize their religious beliefs and 
practices from the interests and attitudes they held as members 
of other institutions. 

Something special should be said about the Negro church and 
its religion in the system, but I have not found in the literature 
any significantly insightful or satisfying treatment of the subject 
although much has been written about it. So far as I know no 
fundamental point of view has informed this literature. But I 
suggest that if there is a line to be drawn, however lightly, be- 
tween the ethos of various groups in the plantation South with 
regard to religious experience and orientation it will not be 
drawn between Protestant denominations or even between Prot- 
estant and Catholic but between white and black. The change- 
oriented black Protestantism and the continuity-oriented white 
Protestantism and Catholicism defined each other within the 
same system; the system supplied a basis for the kind of variation 
from it taken by its black segment. One has to look for this kind 
of variation not in the form or creed of Negro churches, but in 
its mood and spirit, in its philosophy of life generally. This is a 
difficult thing to get at and to state. I expect it has been there 
since the black man came in chains to these shores, but it is 
especially prominent today in black militancy. 

Students of the black man in Africa have called attention to 
the role of the Christian missions there as an institution around 
which detribalized and lost natives often reestablished them- 
selves into something like another tribe of Christian brothers and 
sisters. The missionaries had relatively little success among 
tightly organized tribal blacks. In America, where all imported 
blacks were, in the nature of the case, detribalized and disorgan- 
ized, it is not surprising that the church, an “invisible institution” 
within the visibly white controlled and plantation connected 
church,?7 became for them the center of reorganization. It was 


348 Plantation Societies, Race Relations, and the South 


in this institution that Negro slaves from diverse African tribal 
backgrounds began to find some meaning for their existence, and 
it was this institution that enlisted their deepest loyalties. Here 
a man might find and maintain a conception of himself as one 
of dignity and one which gave him a sense of individual worth. 

Only four years after the coming of the first Negroes in 1619 
there were black church members in the Jamestown settlement 
in Virginia,?* but the separate “invisible church” took shape in 
the praise-house and the shout on individual seaboard planta- 
tions. Conversion to the religious forms of the white man spread 
under the influence of Baptist and Methodist preachers who pre- 
sented Christianity to the blacks in a simple, emotional appeal 
which, combined with their own special life experience, devel- 
oped into religious theater and came to characterize the folk- 
culture of Negroes generally. One interesting and important 
product of this culture was the spiritual and another was the 
folk-sermon which, so far as I know, was unique to the Negro 
Protestant South. James Weldon Johnson attempted to re- 
produce several of these sermons in verse.?° Many of them, such 
as “The Valley of Dry Bones,” were repeated and passed along 
like the spirituals with modifications from one community to 
another. They were not created forthe people by the preacher; 
they were created by the people and belonged to the congrega- 
tion to be delivered by the preacher on demand or by special 
invitation. 

But perhaps precisely because of the appearance of the 
spiritual, the folk-sermon, the strong emphasis upon heaven 
rather than hell, and other manifestations of quaint differences 
from the usual white religious expression, the Negro church and 
its religion has been suspect by whites almost from the begin- 
ning. Christianity is the religion of the white man who has been 
embarrassed by its injunction to go out and preach the Gospel 
to the heathen of all the world. But were the heathen human and 
rational enough to accept it? The question arose in connection 
with the American Indian and the African Negro and has never 
really been satisfactorily settled. How can we whites, the guard- 
ians of pure Christianity, be sure that the conversion is genuine? 
We may not resort to the Inquisition as did the Spaniards with 
respect to the Jews and the Moors, but we have our doubts and 
freely express them in joke and ridicule.°° Or we may champion 
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the excellence of Negro Christianity with somewhat more fervor 
than is justified. 

Attention is focused upon the differences between white and 
black religious behavior in both Protestantism and Catholicism 
when the truly significant thing is, perhaps, the remarkable ex- 
tent to which the religion of the Negro in America has recapitu- 
lated the Christian cycle as it has turned many times before and 
continues, in the storefront churches of the cities, for example, 
to start all over again. For Christianity is par excellence the reli- 
gion of the outcast and the defeated. In Rome it was taken up 
by the slaves, the slum-dwellers, and the poor who were espe- 
cially blessed. The religion of the Negro in America developed 
under much the same conditions as primitive Christianity itself.*} 
It came to segregate itself into an independent church among 
the free Negroes of northern cities before the War Between the 
States. After emancipation independent churches in the South 
absorbed the “invisible church” of plantation society and became 
the chief repositories of the traditions and aspirations of the black 
masses. 

I think it is well-nigh impossible really to understand the devel- 
opment of the Negro church and its religion in the South as a 
counter to the white church and its religion without reference 
to the plantation and its system both before and after emancipa- 
tion. The imagery and realities of the plantation lived on; God 
figured as a Great Planter in much the same way, perhaps, as he 
figured as a Great Lord in Britain from the time of the Roman 
missionaries onward. Allison Davis noted that “the analogy be- 
tween the white landlord and the partriarchal Old Testament 
God was frequently used by rural ministers. . . . Following a 
prayer an officer in one church said that when each man came 
up for his reward in the after-life, he would receive just what he 
merited, adding, ‘Ef you worked hard, you know you due yo’ pay, 
but if you ain’t, you know dere ain’t no reward for you. Ain’t no 
use goin’ tuh de office unless you done made yo’ crop.’ ”’ 3? 


X 


By 1830 the southern states had become, as John C. Calhoun 
noted, “an aggregate . . . of communities, not of individuals. 
Every plantation is a little community, . . . These small commu- 
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nities aggregated make the State in all.” ** Each plantation had 
its own notions of what was right and wrong; its own conception 
of the proper roles of its different characters; its own “little tradi- 
tion,” each varying a little from that of every other. A certain 
standardizing process was initiated when the student sons of 
planters gathered together, talked, and debated at the state col- 
leges and universities, but probably much more important was 
the development of orthogenetic plantation capital cities 94 such 
as Williamsburg, Charleston, Savannah, Mobile, and New Or- 
leans. Planters and people from the provinces generally went 
back and forth between these sacred cities and their local neigh- 
borhoods as in other great religious cultures men made periodic 
pilgrimages to Mecca, Lhasa, Rome, or some other holy city. In 
these cities the little traditions of individual plantations were 
reshaped and articulated by poets, novelists, theologians, minis- 
ters, scholars, and editors into a “great tradition” which came to 
be generally accepted all over the South and which gave South- 
erners their stock clichés, platitudes, and rationalizations. The 
tobacco, cotton, and sugar factors in these cities also made plant- 
ers and farmers more aware of their common economic interests. 
The individual plantations fed their experiences, beliefs, prob- 
lems, and lore to the wise men and the prophets of the capitals; 
these experiences and this lore came back in standardized form 
as ideology and conviction. The plantation system was achieving 
a culture for the South which was to differentiate it from other 
regions of the United States and perhaps of the world. While a 
social system is not always bound to a particular territory or 
geographical space, the fact that the plantation system was spa- 
tially defined did have a decisive influence upon its formation 
and maintenance. The plantation system and the South became 
almost synonymous expressions, the land of God corresponding 
to the land of his true worshipers. 

A common culture arose in and from this system, but social 
scientists have defined culture in many different ways. Here it 
may be suggested that a culture is a system of conventional un- 
derstandings general enough to influence everyone included 
within it. The number of people included within it may be small 
or large; the major cultures of the world include large numbers 
of people but with subcultural deviations. Millions of people have 
grown up within the culture or subculture of the South and have 
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known no other, or very little of any other. Here an expression 
of the Christian religion has, perhaps more than any other force, 
operated to transform a heterogeneous aggregate into a homoge- 
neous society binding together its segments and separate institu- 
tions and to build and preserve the morale of the people.*® It has 
helped the system take over the children of all classes, keep them 
in their proper stations, enforce conformity to old custom, and 
preserve the order of power relations. 

At the level of culture, life carries conviction and the deep 
assumption shared with all others in the community that the 
world will go on substantially in the same manner as it has so far, 
that what is accepted as valid up to now will continue to be valid. 
In the light of today’s rapid change and uncertainty to read 
diaries and other documents written in the old Plantation South 
is almost to have one’s breath taken away by the sense of cer- 
tainty, the assurance that the then order of things would con- 
tinue until the Day of Judgment. But this structure of shared 
assumptions tends to get lost in written rendition or even in 
verbalization. There was no doubt. All others will agree with us 
and with all that is personal to us and at our own valuation. One 
speaks with no reservations. To all orthodox statements there 
could be but one reply, “of course.” In a culture so conceived the 
speech of the naive one itself becomes behavior, in the elemen- 
tary sense of that term, rather than explanation. 

The culture of a society such as that of the Old South continu- 
ing into the New is to be found in the truths which are held to 
be self-evident, truths that hardly need to be examined and ex- 
plained, truths held by a people innocent of their own character 
but sure of themselves. A poet might write of the ordinary people 
of the South, old and new, very much as Monk Gibbon wrote of 
French peasants: 


Those going home at dusk 
Along the lane, 

After the day’s warm work, 
Do not complain. 


Were you to say to them, 
“What does it mean? 
What is it all about, 
This troubled dream?” 
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They would not understand, 
They'd go their way, 

Or, if they spoke at all, 
They'd surely say: 


“Dawn is the time to rise, 
Days are to earn 

Bread and the midday rest, 
Dust to return; 


“To be content, to pray, 
To hear songs sung 

Or to make wayside love, 
If one is young. 


“All from the good God comes, 
All then is good; 

Sorrow is known to Him, 
And understood.” 


One who has questioned all, 
And was not wise, 

Might be ashamed to meet 
Their quiet eyes. 

All is so clear to them. 
All is so plain; 

Those who go home at dusk, 
Along the lane.*® 


If naiveté be the subjective aspect of culture then we have in 
the endless number of stories and items which have appeared 
in newspapers, pamphlets, journals, and books for over two hun- 
dred years a vast literature exhibiting southern religiosity. The 
quickest way to get a few of these items would be to consult the 
Americana sections in each issue of The American Mercury dur- 
ing the days when editor H. L. Mencken was printing them in 
order to ridicule Boobus Americanus as he called us. It is not 
necessary to share his purpose to appreciate the cultural signifi- 
cance of this material. Here are a few of the items: 

From Mississippi it was reported that “the Rev. William 
McCarty, now 96 years old, was called upon two weeks ago to 
preach at the funeral of a notorious sinner, a relative of Mrs. Levy 
Laird. The Reverend Mr. McCarty preached frankly on the sins 
of the deceased man and, instead of assuring the mourners that 
he was going to Heaven, boldly stated that he would go to a much 
hotter place. He exhorted the younger people to live righteously 
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lest they go there too. The stuff that the Reverend Mr. McCarty 
was putting on her dead relative grew too hot for Mrs. Laird. She 
reached out and snatched at the preacher. When he ducked, she 
pursued him, and finally was successful in tearing most of his 
clothes, smashing his hat, and scratching him up so viciously that 
he had to see a physician. He had Mrs. Laird arrested. She was 
fined and sentenced to a term in the workhouse for disturbing 
public worship.” 3” 

The naive person assumes that what he is naive about, that is, 
what he takes for granted, is taken for granted by everyone else 
who is normal and sane. Thus from Tennessee: “A lot of bright- 
colored bathing suits, decks of cards and novels were missing 
from Madisonville homes today. They were burned in front of 
the Baptist church yesterday following a baptismal service in 
which thirty-five were baptised. The Reverend W. A. Carroll, 
who conducted a three-week revival, asked those in attendance 
to bring their bathing suits, cards and cheap novels. While ‘Tl 
Never Turn Back’ was being sung the Reverend Caroll set fire 
to them.” 38 

It is not what United States Senator Cameron Morrison of 
North Carolina expressly says that is significant in the following 
but what, as one reads between the lines, he regards as obviously 
just about what any North Carolinian would expect of a man in 
public office: “I got to be Governor and lived in the executive 
mansion for four years, and while I was there God gave me a 
good, noble woman for my wife. She has some money. She, too, 
had seen much service and as a nurse had ministered to suffering 
humanity. We have retired to our farm and there she fights the 
devil through the Presbyterian church, and whatever money is 
left and I get hold of I use to fight the devil through the Demo- 
cratic party. And IJ tell her they’re about the same anyway.” °° 

From Danville, Virginia, it was reported that “the Rev. 
McKendrie Long, who is conducting revivals here, warned 
tobacco chewers about their chances of salvation. They may all 
go to Heaven, he said, but ‘they will have to go to Hell to expec- 
torate, as the Lord does not allow spitting on the streets of 
gold?’’ 4° 

It is not so much what people say but what they are taking for 
granted when they say what they say that exhibits the culture 
of the society in which they live. The sensitive observer, espe- 
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cially one who ventures into the South from outside, today senses 
something different, maybe something special, something perva- 
sive, something old and tenacious in the pietas of southern so- 
ciety. It is the Old South continuing on into the New. 


XI 


I have sought to probe the historical and cultural roots of the 
southern church and its religion the better to understand some 
of my own experiences and of many others like me. It appears 
that southern society, like societies generally, is of a piece, an 
entanglement of institutions of which the church was and is one 
of the most important. Along with the family, the school or col- 
lege, and governmental units it was a satellite of the plantation 
institution and functioned effectively within the plantation sys- 
tem. The institution which centered the system utilized unfree 
or semifree labor and, to the extent it continues to linger on, its 
labor practices still are suspect. As an economic institution it 
depended upon a national and even international market for its 
staples, a market which underwent and continues to undergo 
change from time to time as supply, demand, competition, substi- 
tutes, fashion, and machine methods change or are introduced. 
Today we are seeing the plantation disappear or erode as cities 
grow and southern people, black and white, move into them, as 
sharecropping and tenancy are eliminated as slavery was before 
them, and as mechanization proceeds apace. Originally an insti- 
tution of the frontier, the plantation was bound to change and 
at last disappear as the frontier moved on and new forces gath- 
ered in its wake. That it continued to function as the center of 
a system in one form or another for over two hundred years, 
surviving even a devastating civil war, is the remarkable fact, but 
even over this period of time it has not been a completely stable 
and unvarying center. It is as though in the solar system the sun 
dimmed or blacked out leaving its planet satellites to move out 
of their age-old orbits. The plantation no longer centers a system 
of satellite institutions; since the turn of the century and espe- 
cially since World War I, each institution is moving out of old 
orbits into new directions. Kinship and family life, probably the 
most stable element in every social structure, are undergoing 
modification as land changes hands and migration turns city- 
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ward. The race of plantation laborers, formerly subordinated, is 
now winning its civil rights, and institutions, especially schools, 
are being racially integrated. The school is no longer “our 
school”; it belongs to the impersonal state. In an age of rapid 
transportation and communication local town and county gov- 
ernmental units find themselves in trouble, administratively and 
financially; planters have lost or are losing control to “courthouse 
gangs” and to poorer white and black voters and officeholders. 
The bell in the country church steeple may still be there; but all 
too often it no longer summons the families of the neighborhood 
to worship; the church may remain as merely a site for the annual 
homecoming of the widely scattered family and clan members. 
We may expect Protestant and Catholic church tribalism, white 
and black, to continue to offer congregational fellowship along 
social class and economic level of living lines and continue the 
struggle to conserve whatever principles of certainty the fathers 
found good. Even here, however, change is evident as new sects 
arise, as new class lines form, and as the urban church turns away 
from the doctrines and practices of its rural heritage. The south- 
ern church is at least altering its direction as the forces and vital 
needs that put it in the system in the first place are no longer 
functional. 

One thinks of the prophetic line of W. B. Yeats, “Things fall 
apart; the centre cannot hold.” Of course, the social as well as 
the geographical South is still here and will be here for a long 
time to come; there is always continuity as well as change. But, 
like a fortified city, its walls are down and its institutions stand 
exposed to criticism, rational and otherwise. Southern geocen- 
trism will not want to admit it, but the plantation as the center 
of a social system developed no great civilization. It was a moral 
and intellectual failure. In time the South will get another system 
perhaps this time centered around its evolving constellation of 
cities and possibly just as full of piety and illusion as the old one, 
but which may bring its institutions into some greater degree of 
cohesion again. Some will call the movement toward a new and 
different system progress and be led to speak of another and 
newer New South promising a higher civilization while others 
will look back nostalgically to a lost Golden Age. The various 
expressions of the southern church and its religion will debate 
the problems presented by continuity versus change because it 
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will be called upon to sustain and help integrate whatever system 
of society may be in store for us. It continues to be important to 
experience, to observe, to read the books and the daily newspa- 
pers, and to try to understand. 
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